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CHAPTER I 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
School reform policies have yet to redress persistent racial and socioeconomic divides in 
educational opportunity in the United States. In response to the limited efficacy of past government 
efforts, recent neoliberal policy frameworks assert that economic principles will facilitate real educational 
change. According to this logic, individual choice is the key mechanism of development and social 
change (Duggan 2003; Pattillo 2007; Portes 1997). Neoliberals encourage deregulation to facilitate 
opportunity for motivated or privileged individuals (Apple 2001; Lipman 2011a; Stuart-Wells, Slayton, 
and Scott 2002), but it is unclear whether market forces create access for underserved groups. 
Charter schools represent a popular neoliberal education policy. Since the state of Minnesota 
passed the nation’s first charter school legislation in 1991, the neoliberal shift in education policy has 
intensified. Charter school policies authorize non-profit agencies, corporations, and private citizens to 
operate publicly funded K-12 schools independent from traditional school districts. In exchange for 
autonomy from existing school districts, charter schools will presumably be more innovative and improve 
student achievement. These institutions facilitate more agency among parents, teachers, and school 
administrators and serve as alternatives to the traditional public schools—which some claim have become 
large ineffective bureaucracies unresponsive to students’ needs.  
Prior studies using cross-sectional and longitudinal data offer mixed evidence of charter school 
efficacy (e.g., see Bettinger 2005; CREDO 2009; Schneider, Teske, and Marschall 2000; Zimmer et al. 
2009). Yet, despite ambiguous empirical evidence, public support for charter schools has grown. To date, 
42 states and the District of Columbia have passed laws that permit charter schools.1 In addition, a recent 
Gallup poll revealed that 60 percent of U.S. adults supported new charter schools in their communities 
                                                     
1Alabama, Kentucky, Montana, Nebraska, North Dakota, South Dakota, Vermont, and West Virginia do not have 
charter school laws (National Center for Education Statistics 2012a). 
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(Bushaw and Lopez 2010: 23). While many politicians also endorse charter schools for education reform, 
some want them to benefit local governments in fiscal crises.  For example, in 2011 Detroit’s mayor 
justified the proposed conversion of 41 of its 142 public schools into charter schools by arguing that it 
would reduce the school district’s operating costs by at least $75 million (Wasko and Mrozowski 2011). 
With examples like this one, it is unclear whether charter schools are accessible to families that need 
them.   
In this dissertation, I ask whether charter schools represent school reform and disrupt general 
patterns of racial inequalities operating in public education.  In theory, charter schools may redress 
longstanding inequalities in educational access and offer parents alternatives in which to enroll their 
children. Part of understanding whether charter schools are effective involves assessing their social 
contexts. In 2008, 33 percent of charter school students were black, compared to 16 percent in traditional 
public schools (Aud et al. 2011: 98); black adults are also more supportive of charter schools than other 
groups (Howell, Peterson, and West 2011: 21).  Yet, it is not clear whether and how race and class affect 
variation in charter school access.  This dissertation attempts to redress these limitations by examining 
whether race and class stratify charter schools, their locations, and the involvement of students’ parents. 
In this dissertation, I use mixed methods to assess whether charter schools represent educational 
reform for black and poor families. I examine how race and socioeconomic status influence three 
important dimensions of charter contexts: school location, parent-school relationships, and public 
discourse. Before I present my analyses in the chapters that follow, this chapter reviews prior studies that 
contribute to knowledge about the racial implications of charter schools as neoliberal policy. The chapter 
ends with an overview of the empirical chapters in my dissertation and their research questions and 
expectations. 
                                                                                           
Race and Neoliberal Educational Reform 
Understanding the implications of charter schools for marginalized groups is key to knowing 
whether these schools represent reform. Unlike more affluent parents who exercise school choice through 
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residential mobility and private schools, families of color and those with fewer resources often will not or 
cannot use these options (Bifulco and Ladd 2005; Rofes and Stulberg 2004). Charter schools are expected 
to meet the needs of families disadvantaged in public schools by implementing innovative organizational 
and instructional practices to improve student outcomes, but they have emerged amid competing public 
agendas which stem, in part, from neoliberal logic.  
Neoliberalism describes an era of global capitalism that began in the 1970s and continues through 
the present. Ideologically, it promotes deregulated public funds and minimum government interference to 
achieve economic growth and to facilitate social opportunity (Apple 2001; Duggan 2003; McLaren 2012; 
Pattillo 2007; Portes 1997). Neoliberal discourses redefine democracy as freedom for individuals to 
secure public resources by participating in free markets (Lipman 2011b; Stuart-Wells et al. 2002).  
Neoliberal policies alter resource and service delivery, and increasingly rely on the oversight of 
nongovernmental contractors to administer social programs (Duggan 2003; Klinenberg 2002; Pattillo 
2007). These changes often create mismatch between institutions and underserved constituents, further 
disadvantaging groups. Empirical studies, for example, reveal that neoliberal policies exacerbate unequal 
access to social resources in a variety of institutions (Apple 2001; Bulkley and Fisler 2003; Cobb and 
Glass 1999; Duggan 2003; Fuller 2002; Lubienski, Gulosino, and Weitzel 2009; Miller-Kahn and Smith 
2001; Pattillo 2007; Portes 1997; Stambach and Becker 2006). Public hospitals that converted to private 
ownership provided significantly less uncompensated care than before privatization (Desai, Lukas, and 
Young 2000). For‐profit juvenile correctional facilities reduced housing costs for inmates, but had 
significantly higher recidivism rates than non-profit and state facilities (Bayer and Pozen 2005). 
Neoliberal interventions also affect employees of newly privatized institutions. Genter and colleagues 
(2013), for example, found a negative relationship between new private prisons and local job growth. 
These studies suggest that neoliberal policies may benefit corporations and governments more than clients 
and local constituents.   
Much has been written about charter schools and neoliberalism (e.g., Apple 2001; Hankins and 
Martin 2006; McLaren 2012; Pattillo 2007; Porfilio 2012; Stuart-Wells et al. 2002), but few studies 
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consider the role of race. Considering the centrality of race to neoliberalism’s ideological predecessor of 
liberalism (Bonilla-Silva 2010; Feagin 2006; Losurdo 2011), it is reasonable to expect that racial 
ideologies are also embedded in neoliberal politics.  According to Duggan (2003), neoliberals use racial 
politics to frame redistributive policies like affirmative action as unfair. These neoliberal frameworks 
claim that race is less central to life chances in the United States, suggesting for example that the 2008 
election of President Obama is evidence of moving beyond the racial divide (Bobo and Dawson 2009;  
Harvey-Wingfield and Feagin 2013; Sinclair-Chapman and Price 2008). This type of public discourse 
emphasizes post-racial shifts to justify the dismantling of public institutions and government assistance 
programs under the auspice that disadvantaged racial minorities no longer need programs in place to 
facilitate equal access.  
Neoliberal polices emphasize individual agency, as facilitated through market interventions. 
Neoliberals assert that market-driven policies ensure that everyone has (or will have) equal opportunity to 
participate in civic life. They suggest that choice-driven policies can eradicate social inequality if 
individuals take advantage of their myriad options. This approach, however, does not recognize structural 
constraints on individual agency nor on the opportunity to engage the socially constructed market.  
In theory, neoliberal educational policies offer the very parents who are marginalized from full 
participation in civic society the promise of better opportunities for their children.  Thus, choosing a 
charter school is often framed in the interests of disadvantaged families of color. Charter school 
advocates, for example, assert that these schools represent an effective approach to reform because they 
redistribute educational opportunities to people of color and to the poor (Bulkley and Fisler 2003; 
Cookson 1994; Henig and MacDonald 2002; Pattillo 2007). Despite these racialized justifications, there is 
limited empirical work on the racial implications of charters as neoliberal policy (see Lipman 2011b and 
Pattillo 2007 for notable exceptions). In this dissertation, I build on prior work and examine whether and 
how relationships among neoliberal policy, charter schools, and race generalize across social contexts.  
In this dissertation, I argue that charter schools emerge in racialized contexts and that these 
contexts influence the extent to which they represent effective public school reform. Social contexts may 
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affect how racial groups access and accrue benefits from charter schools and whether the persistence of 
racial stratification constrains how well these institutions serve groups of color.  This dissertation 
contributes to the charter school literature by examining racial variation in these contexts. My key 
research question is whether charter schools represent education reform by disrupting patterns of racial 
inequality operating in public school access. I investigate racial variation in where charter schools locate, 
whom they serve, and how they are framed in local contexts. 
It is imperative to study racial variation in charter school contexts for many reasons. First, charter 
schools have expanded dramatically over the last two decades.  To date, 42 states and the District of 
Columbia have adopted charter school policies. Between 1999 and 2010, the share of public schools that 
were charters increased from 1.7 percent to 5.3 percent across the United States—yielding an average 
annual growth rate of 12 percent, compared to only .3 percent for traditional public schools (Aud et al. 
2013a: 48). Second, the diffusion of charter schools translates into higher enrollment.  In 2008, 1.3 
million students attended charter schools, representing three times the enrollment of 1999 (Aud et al. 
2011:266). Third, charter school enrollment is disproportionately black. In 2011, charter schools enrolled 
significantly fewer white students and significantly more black students than non-charter public schools 
(Aud et al. 2011: 98). Fourth, given the persistent ways that educational access and outcomes remain 
structured by race, school policy is racially charged. Thus, when districts with predominately black failing 
schools implement charters, the redistribution of school resources across racial groups becomes a central 
concern.  
In this dissertation, I employ a racialized neoliberal framework and use multiple methods to study 
how race operates in charter school contexts. This approach makes race explicit, empirically tests 
theoretical tenets from racialization and neoliberal frameworks, and contributes to knowledge about 
whether and how school choice interventions redress racial inequalities in public education.  My research 
identifies the extent to which there is match between charter schools and the students who the schools are 
designed to serve.   
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Outline 
My objective is to analyze how race and poverty are associated with charter school location, 
parent-school relationships, and local discourse. I use geographic information systems (GIS) and 
hierarchical linear modeling to analyze nationally representative data from the U.S. Department of 
Education, including the Common Core of Data (CCD) and the Education Longitudinal Study (ELS). 
These data provide information about school and parent characteristics. In addition, I collect an original 
data set of newspaper articles which reveals how race emerges in local charter school discourse. In the 
following sections, I provide an overview of each empirical chapter.  
 
Chapters 2 and 3: Charter School Spatial and Service Match for Black Communities 
In the first two empirical chapters, I ask how charter school location and enrollment vary across 
urban contexts.2 Charter school studies suggest that race and class influence where these schools locate 
(Glomm, Harris, and Lo 2005; Henig and MacDonald 2002; Lubienski et al. 2009).  Location is one 
important dimension of access and where charter schools locate is important to parents’ decisions to 
participate in choice programs (Hastings, Kane, and Staiger 2005). Thus, it is important to investigate the 
extent to which charter schools are available to predominately black families in high poverty areas. 
Unlike traditional public schools, charter schools often choose where to locate, such that families 
do not move to charter schools but charter schools move to families. In cities like Washington, New 
Orleans, and Detroit, charter schools appear to reproduce inequality rather than ameliorate it in part 
because they are absent from the most socioeconomically disadvantaged districts (Henig and MacDonald 
2002; Lubienski et al. 2009). Therefore, Chapters 2 and 3 assess how race and class influence charter 
                                                     
2While the phenomenology of blackness may vary across time and space, historically race and class have influenced 
school access in consistent ways—even across very different places. The meanings and experiences of blackness 
may vary across contexts, but consistent black-white disparities in access to social resources suggest that institutions 
respond to blackness in similar ways (e.g., Blauner 2001; Bonilla-Silva 2010; Feagin 2006; Small 1994; Carmichael 
and Hamilton 1967). In this dissertation, I assess whether this racialized pattern of institutional response emerges in 
charter school contexts.   
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school geographic and enrollment patterns in cities across the United States.  I link cross-sectional 
geographic and demographic data from the American Community Survey with information about charter 
school location from the Common Core of Data to examine how charter school distribution and 
enrollment vary across metropolitan contexts. I focus on the five states with 52 percent of U.S. charter 
schools: Arizona, California, Florida, Ohio, and Texas. My analytic sample includes 2,014 charter schools 
and 12,665 census tracts in the five most populous metropolitan areas in these states.  
In Chapter 2, I create maps of charter school location, race, and socioeconomic contexts for each 
of the 25 metropolitan areas. I test for differences in charter school proximity to census tracts with 
varying race and socioeconomic composition. I extend these analyses in Chapter 3, and use regression 
models to predict the distance of each tract to the nearest charter school and the 2009 black enrollment in 
the nearest charter school. Models control for the number of public schools in each tract and whether the 
charter schools were open in 1999.   
 
Chapter 4: Charter Schools and Service Match for Black Parents  
In Chapter 4, I ask whether race effects on parent-school relationships vary by school type. 
Charter schools may shift patterns of parent involvement for traditionally unengaged parents. Because 
school choice assumes that autonomous schools equally extend privileges to traditionally underserved 
parents, I consider the extent to which these schools affect racialized patterns of parent engagement. 
Charter schools may represent reform if they facilitate greater school-site participation among parents 
with limited or no former school interactions (e.g., see Schneider et al. 2000). Alternatively, charters and 
other schools of choice may attract highly engaged parents, or be so effective at improving student 
outcomes that parents feel less compelled to participate in school-based activities.  
 To understand parental involvement, I analyze restricted-use data from the Education 
Longitudinal Study (ELS). These data include information about school and family contexts and parent 
involvement. My analytic sample is nationally representative, and includes 8,076 black and white parents 
and the 640 schools that their students attend.  I estimate two-level hierarchical linear models to compare 
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racial patterns of parent involvement in public, choice, and private schools, and to analyze how variation 
within and between schools is associated with individual-level parent involvement.   
 
Chapter 5: Racial References in Local Charter School Discourse   
Chapter 5 uses a unique data set of local newspaper articles to describe whether and how race 
enters local discourse about charter schools in one metropolitan area:  Cleveland, Ohio. Newspapers offer 
an opportunity to examine how communities discuss and respond to charter schools, and to analyze 
whether and how such discourse embeds race. Cleveland is ideal for this type of work because it is one of 
the top 10 districts nationwide for highest charter school enrollment.3 Further, approximately 68 percent 
of its students are black and 100 percent qualify for free/reduced lunch (CMSD 2014).  
Some studies have examined the language of charter school legislation and newspaper articles 
(Abdulkadiroğlu and Sönmez 2003; Gajendragadkar 2006; Hankins and Martin 2006), but none consider 
race empirically.  To understand how race affects public discourse about charter schools, I compare racial 
references in charter school coverage in a local African American newspaper (Call & Post) and in a 
mainstream newspaper (The Plain Dealer). I compare charter school coverage in these two newspapers to 
examine the extent to which it is racialized.  
                                                     
3In 2011, 28 percent of public school students in Cleveland enrolled in charter schools (NAPCS 2012). 
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CHAPTER II 
 
MAPPING THE DISTRIBUTION OF CHARTER SCHOOL ACCESS IN 25 METROS 
 
Student residence affects access to educational opportunities and resources (Alba, Logan, and 
Stults 2000; Borman et al. 2004; McTague, Stainback, and Tomaskovic-Devey 2009; Orfield, Kucsera, 
and Siegel-Hawley 2012; Orfield and Yun 1999).  Traditionally, relatively privileged parents facilitate 
educational opportunities for their children through residential mobility and private schooling. Families 
with more limited resources, however, often lack comparable opportunities. Racial and socioeconomic 
constraints on residential options systematically funnel many students—especially students of color—into 
public schools challenged by poor funding, inadequate staffing, insufficient maintenance and other 
problems (Blanchett, Mumford, and Beachum 2005; Lubienski et al. 2009; Saporito and Sohoni 2006).  
Thus, the need for school reform is often concentrated among particular groups and in particular places.  
Race and class converge to shape unequal educational opportunity and to perpetuate the spatial 
concentration of failing schools. Failing schools are typically located in places where blacks and other 
people of color live; thus, these groups are often disadvantaged in their public school assignments. In 
theory, charter schools disconnect student residence from school assignment processes and thus redress 
spatial inequities in school access for traditionally underserved racial groups. Therefore, one way to gauge 
whether charter schools represent education reform is to consider whether they locate in high poverty 
communities of color. The racial organization of charter school location may reveal whether these 
institutions reproduce or disrupt persistent racial inequalities in educational opportunity.  
Prior studies find that race and class influence charter school spatial patterns and access in ways 
that vary across cities (Glomm et al. 2005; Henig and MacDonald 2002; Lubienski et al. 2009). In some 
places, charter schools appear to provide educational alternatives for families who cannot (or will not) 
exercise school choice through residential mobility. In others, charter schools reinforce longstanding 
racial and socioeconomic inequities associated with unequal access to quality schooling. Inconsistent 
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patterns in charter school location may reflect variation in the geographic organization of race and class in 
cities. In this study, I compare charter school spatial patterns in 25 metropolitan areas with varying race 
and class contexts.   
The purpose of this study is to investigate variation in charter school location relative to race and 
class across 25 cities. The chapter proceeds as follows. First, I theorize about how space—as a social 
resource—is associated with racial and socioeconomic constraints on charter school access. I draw 
insights from empirical studies about charter school spatial patterns in cities such as New York, Detroit, 
and Washington, DC. Second, I hypothesize ways that charter school location is associated with race and 
poverty. Third, I describe the data and methods I use to develop a social geography of charter schools. I 
then summarize findings which suggest that charter schools are located in high poverty and predominately 
black places in a third of the cities in my sample. I conclude with a discussion about race in the social 
geography of charter schools, and the implications of my findings for charter school access and future 
research. 
 
Proximity and Opportunity: Race, Class, and Space in Charter School Access 
Since the 1970s, neoliberalism has largely driven U.S. redevelopment and social policy initiatives 
(Apple 2001; Lipman 2011a; McLaren 2012). Neoliberal adjustments deregulate private enterprise and 
public resources, producing structural shifts in the spatial organization of U.S. cities in ways that lead to 
the collapse or decline of local work processes for marginalized workers (Portes 1997; Sassen 2001; 
Wilson 1987). These structural shifts widen disparities in development across urban contexts and often 
create chronic unemployment and “social dislocation [for] the most disadvantaged segments of the black 
urban community” (Wilson 1987: 8). Because such shifts constrain social opportunity, blacks and other 
groups of color who remain in spatially concentrated, hyper-segregated, and high poverty urban 
communities (Squires and Kubrin 2005; Wilson 1987) are often assigned to failing schools (Blanchett et 
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al. 2005; Condron and Roscigno 2003; Kozol 1991; Lewis and Moore 2008; May 2006).4 Thus, uneven 
neoliberal economic growth concentrates impoverished failing public schools in particular places 
(Duggan 2003; Portes 1997; Squires and Kubrin 2005; Wilson 1987).  
Charter schools, and other school choice policies, have emerged as part of this neoliberal context 
and represent a popular but controversial approach to education policy. Advocates argue that charter 
schools respond to educational inequality and offer efficient and innovative options to families in need 
(André-Bechely 2007; Bulkley and Fisler 2003; Cookson 1994; Pattillo 2007; Vergari 1999). Charter 
schools may facilitate spatial and service match for predominately black areas with concentrated 
poverty—responding to racial and socioeconomic disparities in educational access for disadvantaged 
urban residents. Critics contend, however, that charters compound the need for school reform because 
they divert funds and high-achieving students from troubled public schools with only mixed evidence of 
effectiveness (Henig and MacDonald 2002; Vergari 1999). Thus, identifying charter school geographic 
patterns offers one way to assess whether the spatial practices of these schools reform persistent race and 
class inequalities in educational opportunity.  
Charter school access is largely unregulated, which raises concerns for whether this approach to 
policy will redress longstanding racial and class disparities in educational opportunity among public K-12 
students. Access is the socially constructed opportunity to use the social resources that institutions 
distribute. Space is an unequally distributed resource that mediates access (Lefebvre 1973; Logan 2012). 
Thus, spatial inequality is a form of resource inequality. If charter schools perpetuate traditional patterns 
of unequal opportunities across race and class, then longstanding spatial inequalities in access will emerge 
in charter school contexts.  
                                                     
4Studies about racial segregation, white flight, and deindustrialization (e.g., Keith 2005; Massey and Denton 1993; 
Wacquant 1999; Wilson 1987) illustrate the deleterious effects of segregated spaces for people of color. For 
example, Kain (1968; 1992) proposed the spatial mismatch hypothesis to explain the effects of such structural 
disadvantage on the employment prospects of black city dwellers. He argued that the geographic distribution of job 
opportunities and racial discrimination in housing markets limited the employment prospects of low-skilled black 
workers. Further, residential racial segregation in housing markets prevented black workers from moving to areas 
with job growth. In a similar way, the geographic distribution of good schools and residential racial segregation may 
constrain the educational opportunities for students of color assigned to underperforming city schools. 
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Recent empirical work underscores the importance of deepening our understanding of how space 
structures charter school access. State and district policies may constrain access to charter schools. For 
example, some studies identify the ways that space is associated with charter school implementation 
across states and school districts (Renzulli and Roscigno 2005; Rincke 2007; Zhang and Yang 2008). 
Other studies find that many parents—especially those from traditionally marginalized groups—prioritize 
geographic proximity to residence in their school choice decisions (André-Bechely 2007; Bell, 2007; 
Hastings et al. 2005; Henig and MacDonald, 2002; Kleitz et al. 2000). Findings from qualitative studies 
also suggest that spatial considerations may be more salient in the school choice practices of parents with 
more limited resources. André-Bechely (2007) interviewed parents from a large district in Los Angeles to 
explore how geography emerged in school choice plans. She found that parents who wanted to participate 
in choice schools had to use their own resources to compensate for the district’s financial constraints and 
limited capacity to provide transportation. Thus, parents with the most limited resources were often 
unable to participate in school choice such that traditional patterns of unequal access across race and class 
emerged (André-Bechely 2007). Findings from a similar study in Detroit suggest that considerations of 
school proximity extend beyond transportation. Bell (2009) also found that parents varied in how 
influential school geographic proximity was in their decisions, and she identified four ways that proximity 
interacted with other considerations, namely children’s educational and personal needs, to shape parent 
choice practices.  
At the most basic level, charter school location offers a way to measure the spatial dimensions of 
access. Relative to non-charter public schools, charter schools disproportionately locate in cities and 
enroll significantly more black students (National Center for Education Statistics 2012b).5 Therefore, 
shifts in school demographic patterns may have implications for how race operates in urban education. If 
                                                     
5In 2011, 55.5 percent of charter schools and 24.5 percent of traditional public schools were in cities (Aud et al. 
2013b: 38). Black students comprised 15.5 percent of non-charter enrollment and 28.9 percent of students in charter 
schools. In non-charter public schools, 53.1 percent were white; 36.2 percent of charter school students were white. 
The author used these data to conduct statistical significance tests to compare the equality of proportions in 
urbanicity and black enrollment between charter and non-charter public schools. 
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charter schools redress inequities in education, then whether and how they respond to spatial inequality is 
particularly relevant to their efficacy. In this study, I use charter school location to examine the extent to 
which they appear to locate in traditionally underserved areas. 
 
Social Determinants of Charter School Location  
Charter school location is associated with a variety of academic and social factors. Some 
researchers find that charter schools are responsive to market and social justice demands (Finn, Manno, 
and Vanourek 2000; Rofes and Stulberg 2004).  For example, studies reveal that charter schools locate in 
areas with low academic achievement. Glomm and colleagues (2005) examined charter school location 
using government data from Michigan and California. They regressed the number of charter schools in 
each school district on pre-charter district variables (e.g., total expenditure per students, graduation rate, 
and median household income), and found a negative relationship between expected charter schools in a 
district and public school performance. Henig and MacDonald (2002) reported similar results in 
Washington, DC, where the number of charter schools in a census tract was positively associated with 
low test scores. Studies also find that charter school location is related to demographic factors. In 
California, for example, the number of charter schools in a district was positively associated with poverty 
rates (Glomm et al. 2005). Charter schools in Washington were more likely to open in tracts with high 
concentrations of African American or Hispanic residents (Henig and MacDonald 2002).   
Charter school critics question the extent to which these schools and other neoliberal policy 
adjustments can redress social inequality, and some studies suggest spatial mismatch between 
traditionally underserved groups and charter schools. For example, charter schools do not consistently 
locate in places with low academic achievement. Bettinger (2005) considered the effects of charter 
schools on charter and non-charter public school students. He used district-level data from the Michigan 
Department of Education to compare changes in fourth grade test scores, and found that charter schools 
were closer to public schools with high test scores than to those that were failing. He also found that the 
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number of charters in a district was positively associated with test scores in nearby public schools.6 In 
districts in California and Michigan, student expenditures and number of private schools positively 
predicted the expected number of charter schools (Glomm et al. 2005). In DC, the number of charter 
schools in a tract increased with homeownership rates (Henig and MacDonald 2002).  
The inconsistency in charter school spatial patterns may reflect variation in the spatial 
organization of cities. Thus, it is important to consider the spatial distribution of charter schools, racial 
groups, and concentrated poverty across a variety of urban contexts. Prior studies that predict the number 
of charter schools in a jurisdiction (e.g., tract, school district) do not examine the geographic distribution 
of charter schools.  Recent studies use spatial data and methods to consider how the locations of people 
and places shape social outcomes (Logan 2012), such as the relationship between interstate highways and 
residential choices (Baum-Snow 2007), the absence of bank branches from predominately black areas 
(Squires and O’Connor 1998), and racial variation in exposure to environmental pollutants (Crowder and 
Downey 2010). GIS and spatial analysis methods can strengthen the design of studies on charter school 
location.  
Like studies of charter school spatial practices that use OLS methods, those that incorporate 
geographic data and methods also reveal varying degrees of spatial match and mismatch across urban 
contexts. Crocker and Gulosino (2005) created maps of charter schools and community-based 
organizations relative to census tract demographic characteristics in New York City. They found 
considerable spatial match between charter schools and high poverty census tracts for their 10 indicators 
of need. Non-profit charter schools in Detroit located in census tracts with high socioeconomic 
disadvantage and lower rent than for-profit ones (Gulosino and Lubienski 2011; Lubienski et al. 2009). 
Charters in Detroit, New York City, and in cities in New Jersey located in predominately black, 
predominately Latino, or racially mixed census tracts (Crocker and Gulosino 2005; Gulosino and 
d’Entremont 2011; Lubienski et al. 2009).   
                                                     
6Bettinger (2005) defined nearby public schools as those within a five-mile radius.  
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Some studies also find spatial mismatch between charter schools and high poverty 
neighborhoods. Lubienski and colleagues (2009) found evidence of “ringing strategies” in charter school 
location in Detroit, Washington, and New Orleans (p. 641). They found that charter schools in all three 
cities appeared to limit access for students with the “highest need” through locating in more affluent 
neighborhoods (Lubienski et al. 2009: 640). Gulosino and d’Entremont (2011) mapped charter schools 
and student enrollment in New Jersey. Many charter schools appeared to avoid block groups with the 
densest concentrations of African-American, but these schools disproportionately served black students 
(Gulosino and d’Entremont 2011). The seemingly contradictory patterns in location (and enrollment) may 
reflect variation in the spatial organization of cities or in charter school objectives.7  
Previous work reveals considerable variation in how charter school location is associated with 
race and poverty.  However, much of what we know about charter school location is restricted to 
Washington, Detroit, and New Orleans. While these cities may be similar to each other in important ways 
(e.g., educational reform strategies, demographic profiles), they share fewer similarities with other 
metropolitan areas. Therefore, it important to compare patterns of charter school location in a broader set 
of cities with varying racial and socioeconomic contexts.  Such an analysis will reveal whether and how 
race and poverty influence charter school access across the U.S., attending to the distribution of charter 
schools relative to the concentration of racial and socioeconomic groups. Therefore, I consider how 
racialized spatial inequality is associated with charter school location across 25 cities.  
A more extensive treatment of space strengthens our understanding of charter schools in several 
ways.  Many studies consider charter school effects without situating them in appropriate contexts or 
comparing patterns across contexts. Contexts inform how and to whom charter school resources are 
distributed.  A spatial approach critically attends to charter schools as institutional sites with racial and 
                                                     
7In some cities, for-profit and non-profit charter schools have different spatial profiles. In DC, Henig and 
MacDonald (2002) found that unlike non-profit charter schools, for-profit ones were located in tracts with higher 
rates of home ownership. However, both types located in DC tracts with high concentrations of black or Hispanic 
residents and high voter turnout (Henig and MacDonald 2002). Lubienski et al. (2009) also found differences 
between the two types, such that for-profit charters located in relatively more affluent tracts than non-profit ones; 
however, both types of charters appeared to avoid tracts with the highest poverty.    
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socioeconomic variation in access.  Charter school proximity, as a measure of access, treats institutional 
location as an essential component of context and as an indicator of charter school efficacy. I build on 
geo-spatial analyses of charter schools and incorporate proximity to understand how school locations 
structure access.  
 
Research Questions and Expectations 
Charter school location is one sign of the extent to which these schools may be accessible to 
families disadvantaged in public school assignments.  In this chapter, I consider the ways in which charter 
school location is associated with the distribution of racial and socioeconomic groups. My key research 
question is: How does charter school proximity vary across urban contexts?  Prior studies provide 
inconsistent evidence of spatial match between charter schools and areas that traditionally need education 
reform. Some studies find that charter schools serve racial minorities or racially diverse populations in 
high poverty areas, suggesting match between charter schools and places that traditionally have very 
limited educational opportunities. Others, however, find evidence of mismatch between charter schools 
and communities with the highest socioeconomic disadvantage. A priori, the extent to which charter 
schools are proximate to high black or high poverty areas is unclear. Therefore, I assess whether the 
location of charter schools overlaps high black-high poverty areas in 25 cities.  
 
Data and Methods 
To examine spatial patterns in the distribution of charter schools by tract race and socioeconomic 
composition, I linked cross-sectional geographic and demographic data from the U.S. Census Bureau with 
information about charter school location from the U.S. Department of Education. I integrated these 
demographic and geographic data sources to examine how charter school location varied across 25 
metropolitan contexts.  
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Sample 
My sample included 12,665 census tracts in 25 metropolitan areas. These metropolitan areas were 
the most populous in Arizona, California, Florida, Ohio, and Texas—five states that comprised 53 percent 
of all U.S. charter schools in 2009-10 (Aud et al. 2011: 148-149).  The metropolitan areas were: Phoenix, 
Tucson, Yuma, Lake Havasu, and Prescott in Arizona; Los Angeles, San Francisco, San Diego, 
Sacramento, and Riverside in California; Miami, Orlando, Jacksonville, Tampa, and Sarasota in Florida; 
Cleveland, Columbus, Cincinnati, Dayton, and Akron in Ohio; and Dallas, Houston, Austin, San Antonio, 
and El Paso in Texas.   
According to the U.S. Census Bureau (2011), census tracts are sets of small "relatively stable" 
geographic units designed for the presentation of decennial census data. The Census Bureau partners with 
local government agencies to identify census tract boundaries that are maintained longitudinally to permit 
statistical comparisons across censuses. Tracts are relatively homogeneous in population characteristics, 
economic contexts, and typical living conditions. Tract boundaries are revised to account for physical 
(e.g., highway construction or new housing development) or demographic (e.g., population growth or 
decline) changes. Census tract size varies with population density. Typical tracts range in population size 
from 1,500 to 8,000 people, "with an optimum size of 4,000 people" (U.S. Census Bureau 2011).  
 
Demographic Information: American Community Survey 
I drew demographic information about the 12,665 tracts from the U.S. Census Bureau’s American 
Community Survey (ACS). The ACS combines data from multiple years (e.g., 2005-09) to provide recent 
reliable information about household members’ social backgrounds. The selection of ACS housing units 
involves two stages of sampling. In the first stage, all residential addresses are sorted and systematically 
assigned by block to one of five representative sampling strata for each county. These strata become sub-
sampling frames that yield representative county samples. In the second stage, addresses are sampled 
from one of five sub-frames in rotation for that year (U.S. Census Bureau 2009: 4-1). Once a sample is 
selected, questionnaires are mailed to households, and non-responses are followed up with computer-
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assisted telephone and personal interviews (U.S. Census Bureau 2009). Each year, analysts aggregate data 
from approximately two million interviews to a variety of geographic levels (e.g., states, counties, and 
metropolitan areas) (U.S. Census Bureau 2008).  
In this analysis, I used tract-level data from the 2005-09 ACS surveys, which provide estimates of 
population characteristics averaged across these five years (U.S. Census Bureau 2008). For example, 
reporting that a census tract was 20 percent black means that approximately 20 percent of residents in that 
census tract were black between 2005 and 2009. I used census tracts because they were the smallest 
geographic unit available across all 25 metropolitan areas.8  Final 2005-09 ACS response rates ranged 
from 97.3 percent in 2005 to 98 percent in 2009 (U.S. Census Bureau 2013).  
 
U.S. Census TIGER files 
I used Census 2000 TIGER shapefiles to delineate census tract and county boundaries to create 
maps in ArcMap. A shapefile is a digital file that stores vector coordinates and spatial attribute 
information for features in a data set, giving the geographic units of analysis their shape (Theobold 2003). 
I projected data in the appropriate Universal Transverse Mercator (UTM) zone, and used NADJ 83 
geographic coordinates to compute distances in meters.9  
 
Charter School Information from the Common Core of Data   
Information about charter school location was from the 2009-10 CCD, an annual survey of 
schools providing free public elementary and secondary education in the United States and its territories 
(Chen et al. 2011). Officials from state educational agencies report information about public schools and 
districts to the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) at the U.S. Department of Education. 
                                                     
8Block level information was unavailable for all the metropolitan areas in my sample. 
9The Universal Transverse Mercator is a family of coordinate systems that minimizes distortion and optimizes the 
60 north-south zones around the globe (ESRI 2012).   
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These data contain annual information about school location, making them appropriate for understanding 
charter school spatial patterns. My analytic sample included 2,014 charter schools.10    
Charter School Proximity  
My key outcome was charter school proximity, measured as the minimum distance (in meters 
converted to miles) from a tract to the nearest charter school. With geographic coordinates provided in the 
CCD 2009-10, I created maps of all census tracts and charter schools in the 25 metropolitan areas. These 
maps illustrated the distribution of charter schools relative to the racial and socioeconomic concentration 
of census tracts.  I used the nearest feature tool in ArcMap 10 to compute the minimum distance (in 
meters) to the nearest charter school for each tract. This tool assigned a distance of zero meters to charter 
schools that fell inside of a census tract, and used the first processed charter school if two or more had 
identical distances  (Theobold 2003: 315). I exported ArcMap files that contained distances for each 
census tract into Stata to convert the distance measures and statistical test results from meters to miles. I 
based difference of means tests on significant differences in meters, then converted these results to miles 
for presentation of the findings.  
 
Census Tract Racial and Socioeconomic Context   
I constructed a four category race-socioeconomic index to summarize the joint distribution of 
census tract race and poverty. The index included four categories based on whether or not a tract was 
predominately black, and whether or not it was high poverty.  High black tracts were those in which at 
least 80 percent of residents were black, a conventional racial homogeneity threshold used in studies of 
racial composition and racial density (e.g., Gulosino and d’Entremont 2011; Wright et al. 2013). Tracts 
with high socioeconomic deprivation were those with any of the following indicators of poverty in the 
90th percentile or above:  
                                                     
10Charter schools in my sample collectively enrolled 718,296 students in the 2009-2010 school year (Aud et al. 
2011: 148-149).  
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1) Adult educational attainment: percent of tract residents 25 years and older without a high 
school diploma or equivalency;  
2) SNAP/Food stamps: percent of tract households that participated in federal SNAP/food stamp 
program; and   
3) Unemployment: percent of unemployed civilian tract residents 16 years and older in labor 
force. 
Based on these measures, I created the following categories.  Low black-low deprivation tracts 
had fewer than 80 percent black residents and no socioeconomic deprivation indicators in the 90th 
percentile. Low black-high deprivation tracts had fewer than 80 percent black residents and at least one 
socioeconomic deprivation indicator in the 90th percentile. High black-low deprivation tracts had fewer 
than 80 percent black residents and no socioeconomic deprivation indicators in the 90th percentile. 
Finally, high black-high deprivation tracts (the reference category) were at least 80 percent black and had 
at least one socioeconomic deprivation indicator in the 90th percentile. 
 
Analytic Strategy 
I conducted three analyses in this chapter. First, I created a series of descriptive tables that 
summarized spatial variation in charter school presence by race and class in the 25 metropolitan areas in 
my study. Second, I created a series of maps that situated charter schools within census tract race and 
socioeconomic contexts for each of the 25 metropolitan areas. In this chapter, I presented maps from five 
cities—each displaying a different charter school spatial pattern.11 In these maps, individual charter 
schools were red points, mapped onto ArcMap layers representing the distribution of the race-
socioeconomic index across census tracts. Third, I tested for statistically significant differences in charter 
school proximity to census tracts with varying race and socioeconomic compositions. Within each  
                                                     
11I show only a select set of maps in this chapter, but I generated maps for all 25 metropolitan areas. Other maps are 
available upon request.   
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Table 1. Distribution of Census Tracts by Charter School Presence, Black Population,  and SES Deprivation in 
Largest Metropolitan Statistical Areas in AZ, CA, FL, OH, and TX (2005-09)   
 
Total 
Tracts 
 Charter 
School 
Tracts 
 High 
Black 
Tracts 
 High SES Deprivation  Tracts (1+ items) 
    
75th Percentile 
 
90th Percentile  
 N  % N  % N  % N  % N 
All Metropolitan 
Areas 12665  10.5 1332  2.8 356  43.3 5486  22.2 2811 
Arizona              
Phoenix  696  28.0 195  0.0 0  35.8 249  17.8 124 
Tucson  198  30.3 60  0.0 0  41.9 83  25.8 51 
Yuma  33  15.2 5  0.0 0  60.6 20  33.3 11 
Lake Havasu  30  26.7 8  0.0 0  43.3 13  13.3 4 
Prescott  26  52.8 14  0.0 0  15.4 4  0.0 0 
California              
Los Angeles 2631  06.4 168  0.5 12  47.9 1261  25.8 679 
San Francisco  871  06.8 59  0.0 0  28.4 247  10.8 94 
San Diego 605  09.4 57  0.0 0  30.3 183  9.9 60 
Riverside    587  06.5 38  0.0 0  53.5 314  25.0 147 
Sacramento 403  12.7 51  0.0 0  41.4 167  20.0 80 
Florida              
Miami 892  12.4 111  6.2 55  47.2 421  24.0 214 
Tampa 547  06.8 37  1.8 10  33.8 185  12.8 70 
Orlando 328  08.2 27  2.7 9  33.8 111  14.0 46 
Jacksonville  201  05.0 10  10.5 21  37.8 76  16.9 34 
Sarasota  143  10.5 15  0.7 1  20.3 29  7.0 10 
Ohio              
Cleveland 696  07.2 50  17.0 118  48.6 338  34.3 239 
Columbus  385  14.3 55  3.6 14  44.2 170  25.5 98 
Cincinnati 376  07.2 27  6.7 25  41.5 156  22.6 85 
Dayton  198  11.6 23  9.1 18  45.0 89  23.7 47 
Akron  166  07.8 13  3.6 6  44.0 73  27.7 46 
Texas              
Dallas 1046  08.8 92  2.5 26  46.8 489  22.5 235 
Houston 895  12.8 115  4.5 41  49.7 445  25.4 227 
San Antonio  330  17.0 56  0.0 0  51.2 169  28.5 94 
Austin 256  13.3 34  0.0 0  37.1 95  16.4 42 
El Paso  126  09.5 12  0.0 0  78.6 99  58.7 74 
Notes: Within each state, metropolitan areas are ranked from largest to smallest according to total census tracts. 
High black tracts are at least 80% black, while tracts with high SES deprivation have at least one indicator of 
deprivation in the top quartile (75th percentile index) or in the top decile (90th percentile index) of the distribution 
of all tracts. Both socioeconomic deprivation indexes include three items: 1) percent of tract residents 25 years and 
older without a high school diploma or  GED; 2) percent of tract households that participated in federal SNAP/food 
stamp program ; and 3) percent of unemployed civilian tract residents 16 years and older in labor force. 
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metropolitan area, I used difference of means tests to compare proximity to the nearest charter school for 
the four race-deprivation tract types.   
 
Findings 
 
Descriptive Statistics 
Table 1 summarizes the frequency of charter, predominately black, and high deprivation census 
tracts in the 25 metropolitan areas under study. Within each state, I rank metropolitan areas from largest 
to smallest according to total census tracts.  Overall, there is substantial variation in the presence of 
charter schools in metropolitan areas.  Table 1 shows that 10.5 percent of census tracts overall have at 
least one charter school (in subsequent text, I refer to these tracts as charter school tracts). Table 1 also 
reveals that the share of charter tracts varies considerably across metropolitan areas and states, ranging 
from a low of 5 percent in Jacksonville (FL) to a high of 52.8 percent in Prescott (AZ).  Metropolitan 
areas in California and Florida have similar within state ranges, and only Sacramento and Miami have 
charters present in more than 10.5 percent of tracts. Columbus and Dayton in Ohio and Houston, San 
Antonio, and Austin in Texas have higher than average shares of charter school tracts.  
Table 1 also shows considerable variation in the percent of high black census tracts across 
metropolitan areas and states.  For example, no metropolitan area in Arizona has tracts that are at least 80 
percent black, and there are very few high black tracts in metropolitan areas in California and Texas. Only 
Los Angeles, Dallas, and Houston have high black tracts—.5 percent, 2.5 percent and 4.5 percent, 
respectively. By comparison, all metropolitan areas in Florida and Ohio contain high black tracts; these 
metropolitan areas range from a low of .7 percent of high black tracts in Sarasota to a high of 17 percent 
in Cleveland.  
Table 1 also summarizes the frequency of high deprivation tracts, or those with at least one 
indicator of tract poverty in the upper quartile (75th percentile index) or decile (90th percentile index) of 
the distribution of all tracts. Keep in mind that these indexes consist of three items: 1) percent of residents 
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Table 2. Distribution of Census Tracts by Joint Race-SES Deprivation  Index in Largest Metropolitan Statistical 
Areas in AZ, CA, FL, OH, and TX (2005-09)   
 
Total 
Tracts 
 Joint Race-SES Deprivation  Index (90th Percentile) 
  
High Black-
High 
Deprivation 
 
High Black-
Low 
Deprivation 
 
Low Black-
High 
Deprivation  
 
Low Black-
Low 
Deprivation  
 N  % N  % N  % N  % N 
All Metropolitan 
areas 
12665  2.6 333  0.2 23  40.7 5153  56.5 7156 
Arizona              
Phoenix 696  0.0 0  0.0 0  17.8 124  82.2 572 
Tucson 198  0.0 0  0.0 0  25.8 51  74.2 147 
Yuma 33  0.0 0  0.0 0  33.3 11  66.7 22 
Lake Havasu 30  0.0 0  0.0 0  13.3 4  86.7 26 
Prescott 26  0.0 0  0.0 0  0.0 0  100 26 
California              
Los Angeles 2631  0.0 1  0.4 11  25.8 678  73.8 1941 
San Francisco 871  0.0 0  0.0 0  10.8 94  89.2 777 
San Diego 605  0.0 0  0.0 0    9.9 60  90.1 545 
Riverside 587  0.0 0  0.0 0  25.0 147  75 440 
Sacramento 403  0.0 0  0.0 0  19.9 80  80.2 323 
Florida              
Miami 892  5.4 48  0.8 7  18.6 166  75.2 671 
Tampa 547  1.7 9  0.2 1  11.2 61  87 476 
Orlando 328  2.1 7  0.6 2  11.9 39  85.4 280 
Jacksonville 201  7.5 15  3.0 6    9.5 19  80.1 161 
Sarasota 143  0.7 1  0.0 0   6.3 9  93 133 
Ohio              
Cleveland 696  14.5 101  2.4 17  19.8 138  63.2 440 
Columbus 385  3.6 14  0.0 0  21.8 84  74.6 287 
Cincinnati 376  6.1 23  0.5 2  16.5 62  76.9 289 
Dayton 198  7.6 15  1.5 3  16.2 32  74.8 148 
Akron 166  3.6 6  0.0 0  24.1 40  72.3 120 
Texas              
Dallas 1046  1.7 18  0.8 8  20.8 217  76.8 803 
Houston 895  2.6 23  2.0 18  22.8 204  72.6 650 
San Antonio 330  0.0 0  0.0 0  28.5 94  71.5 236 
Austin 256  0.0 0  0.0 0  16.4 42  83.6 214 
El Paso 126  0.0 0  0.0 0  58.7 74  41.3 52 
Notes: Low black-low deprivation tracts have fewer than 80 percent black residents and no SES deprivation 
indicators in the 90th percentile. Low black-high deprivation tracts have fewer than 80 percent black residents and 
at least one of the SES deprivation indicators in the 90th percentile. High black-low deprivation tracts have fewer 
than 80 percent black residents and no SES deprivation indicators in the 90th percentile. Finally, high black-low 
deprivation tracts have fewer than 80 percent black residents and no SES deprivation indicators in the 90 th 
percentile. 
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25 years and older without a high school diploma/GED; 2) percent of households in the federal 
SNAP/food stamp program; and 3) percent of unemployed residents. Using the 75th percentile index, we 
see that 43.3 percent of tracts are high deprivation; using the 90th percentile index 22.2 percent of tracts 
are high deprivation. In Arizona, Florida, and Texas, both indexes identify the same metropolitan areas as 
the most and least deprived.  However, in California and Ohio, the two indexes identify different 
metropolitan areas as the most and least deprived.  For example, in California, Riverside has the highest 
proportion of deprived tracts in the 75th percentile while Los Angeles has the highest share in the 90th 
percentile.   
Given the substantial variation in the racial and socioeconomic composition of tracts, I assess 
how race and class covary and ask whether this variation is associated with charter school locations. 
Historically, race and class influence school access in consistent ways—even across very different places. 
For example, many U.S. cities have developed such that blacks other groups of color are often 
concentrated in (or near) high poverty areas which are surrounded by newer suburban (whiter) ones 
(Schulz et al. 2002; Wilson 1987).  Given existing relationships between race and class in cities, I 
consider charter school spatial patterns using a four category index that summarizes the joint distribution 
of race and socioeconomic disadvantage indicators.  I categorize these four categories as: 1) low black-
low deprivation; 2) low black-high deprivation; 3) high black-low deprivation; and 4) high black-high 
deprivation.   
The first finding that appears in Table 2 shows that tract race-and-class composition varies across 
metropolitan contexts. For example, there are no high black-high deprivation tracts in metropolitan areas 
in Arizona and California. High black-high deprivation tracts are present among all cities in Florida and 
Ohio, and two of the five metropolitan areas in Texas. Although all metropolitan areas in this sample have 
low black-low deprivation tracts, the percent of these tracts ranges from 41.3 percent in El Paso, Texas to 
100 percent in Prescott, Arizona. Despite this variation, general patterns in the distribution of tract types 
are consistent. Low black-low deprivation tracts are the most prevalent in all metropolitan areas other 
than El Paso, Texas. With the exception of Prescott, all metropolitan areas also have low black-high  
25 
 
Table 3. Distribution of Census Tracts with at Least One Charter School by Joint Race-SES Deprivation  Index in 
Largest Metropolitan Statistical Areas in AZ, CA, FL, OH, and TX (2005-09)   
 
Total 
Tracts 
 Joint Race-SES Deprivation  Index (90th Percentile) 
 
 
High Black-
High 
Deprivation 
  
High Black-
Low 
Deprivation 
  
Low Black-
High 
Deprivation  
 
Low Black-
Low 
Deprivation  
 N  % N  % N  % N  % N 
All 
Metropolitan 
areas 1332  
3.6 48  0.8 11  30.3 404  65.2 869 
Arizona              
Phoenix 195  0.0 0  0.0 0  17.9 35  82.1 160 
Tucson 60  0.0 0  0.0 0  35.0 21  65.0 39 
Yuma 5  0.0 0  0.0 0  60.0 3  40.0 2 
Lake Havasu 8  0.0 0  0.0 0  25.0 2  75.0 6 
Prescott 14  0.0 0  0.0 0  0.0 0   100.0 14 
California 
   
        
 
 
Los Angeles 168  0.0 0  1.8 3  46.4 78  51.8 87 
San Francisco 59  0.0 0  0.0 0  27.1 16  72.9 43 
San Diego 57  0.0 0  0.0 0  17.5 10  82.5 47 
Riverside 38  0.0 0  0.0 0  34.2 13  65.8 25 
Sacramento 51  0.0 0  0.0 0  21.6 11  78.4 40 
Florida 
  
   
 
  
 
    
Miami 111  9.0 10  0.0 0  30.6 34  60.4 67 
Tampa 37  0.0 0  0.0 0  10.8 4  89.2 33 
Orlando 27  0.0 0  0.0 0  7.4 2  92.6 25 
Jacksonville 10  0.0 0  0.0 0  10.0 1  90.0 9 
Sarasota 15  0.0 0  0.0 0  0.0 0   100.0 15 
Ohio 
  
   
 
  
 
    
Cleveland 50  26.0 13  0.0 0  34.0 17  40.0 20 
Columbus 55  9.1 5  0.0 0  43.6 24  47.3 26 
Cincinnati 27  29.6 8  7.4 2  22.2 6  40.7 11 
Dayton 23  17.4 4  0.0 0  56.5 13  26.1 6 
Akron 13  7.7 1  0.0 0  53.9 7  38.5 5 
Texas              
Dallas 92  1.1 1  2.2 2  28.3 26  68.5 63 
Houston 118  5.2 6  3.5 4  32.2 37  59.1 68 
San Antonio 56  0.0 0  0.0 0  46.4 26  53.6 30 
Austin 34  0.0 0  0.0 0  35.3 12  64.7 22 
El Paso 12   0.0 0   0.0 0   50.0 6   50.0 6 
Notes: Low black-low deprivation tracts have fewer than 80 percent black residents and no SES deprivation 
indicators in the 90th percentile. Low black-high deprivation tracts have fewer than 80 percent black residents and 
at least one of the SES deprivation indicators in the 90th percentile. High black-low deprivation tracts have fewer 
than 80 percent black residents and no SES deprivation indicators in the 90th percentile. Finally, High black-low 
deprivation tracts have fewer than 80 percent black residents and no SES deprivation indicators in the 90 th 
percentile. 
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deprivation tracts, although they are less common than low black-low deprivation ones. The percent of 
tracts that are low black-high deprivation range from 6.3 percent in Sarasota to 58.7 percent in El Paso. In 
contrast, of the 25 metropolitan areas, only 10 have high black-low deprivation tracts and 13 have high 
black-high deprivation tracts.  
Table 3 describes race-class patterns in the distribution of charter tracts, and patterns tend to 
mirror those in Table 2 with a few notable exceptions.  Again, low black-low deprivation charter tracts 
are the most prevalent, followed by those that are low black-high deprivation. In Prescott and Sarasota, all 
charter school tracts are low black-low deprivation. Among the other metropolitan areas, the share of 
charter tracts that are low black-low deprivation ranges from 40 percent in Yuma and Cleveland to 100 
percent in Prescott and Sarasota. Once again, however, El Paso is different; 50 percent of charter tracts 
are low black-low deprivation and the other 50 percent are low black-high deprivation. Los Angeles, 
Cincinnati, Dallas, and Houston are the only four metropolitan areas with high black-low deprivation 
charter tracts; among them, charter tracts range from 1.8 percent in Los Angeles to 7.4 percent in 
Cincinnati. Miami, Dallas, Houston, and all of the Ohio metropolitan areas have high black-high 
deprivation charter tracts, which range from 1.1 percent in Dallas to 29.6 percent in Cincinnati.  
In the remaining analyses, I focus only on the 13 metropolitan areas with high black-high 
deprivation tracts. These tract types represent the key black-by-deprivation category of interest. Table 4 
summarizes results from significance tests that compare the mean distance to nearest charter school by 
tract race-class category (using high black-high deprivation tracts as the reference category).  Table 4 
shows that the average distance to the nearest charter school in high black-high deprivation tracts for the 
13 metropolitan areas is .6 miles, which is significantly smaller than the average distances for all other 
tract types.  Across this subsample, the average distance to the nearest charter school is .8 miles for high 
black-low deprivation tracts, 1.8 miles for low black-high deprivation tracts, and 3.2 miles for low black-
low deprivation ones.   
Although findings from Table 4 provide evidence of spatial match between charter schools and 
predominately poor black areas in many cities, this general pattern manifests differently across these 
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Table 4. Mean Distance in Miles between Census Tract and Nearest Charter School by Joint Race-SES 
Deprivation  Index in Largest Metropolitan Statistical Areas in CA, FL, OH, and TX (2005-09)   
 
All Tracts  
 Joint Race-SES Deprivation  Index (90th Percentile) 
 
 High Black-
High 
Deprivation 
(Ref.) 
High Black-
Low 
Deprivation  
Low Black-
High 
Deprivation   
Low Black-
Low 
Deprivation   
 N 
Mean 
(mi) 
 
N 
Mean 
(mi) N 
Mean 
(mi) N 
Mean 
(mi) N 
Mean 
(m) 
All 
Metropolitan 
areas 12665 2.9  281 0.6 75 0.8* 2530 1.8* 9779 3.2* 
California              
Los Angeles 2631 4.3  1 0.1 11 0.2 678 2.0 1941 5.1 
Florida             
Miami 892 1.2  48 0.8 7 0.4 166 0.8 671 1.4* 
Tampa 547 1.9  9 0.7 1 1.1 61 1.3 476 2.0* 
Orlando 328 3.0  7 0.9 2 1.4 39 1.6 280 3.2 
Jacksonville  201 4.1  15 1.0 6 2.7* 19 3.4* 161 4.6* 
Sarasota  143 1.7  1 0.7 0 -- 9 1.2 133 1.7 
Ohio             
Cleveland 696 2.9  101 0.5 17 1.4* 138 0.8 440 4.2* 
Columbus  385 2.2  14 0.3 0 -- 84 1.0 287 2.6* 
Cincinnati 376 3.5  23 0.3 2 0.0 62 1.1* 289 4.3* 
Dayton  198 3.1  15 0.3 3 0.2 32 0.6 148 3.9* 
Akron  166 3.1  6 0.5 0 -- 40 1.9 120 3.6* 
Texas             
Dallas 1046 2.3  18 1.0 8 0.5 217 1.5 803 2.6+ 
Houston 895 2.7  23 0.4 18 0.6 204 1.3+ 650 3.3* 
Notes: High black tracts are at least 80% black. The two socioeconomic deprivation indexes are comprised of the 
same three items: 1) percent of tract residents 25 years and older without a high school diploma or  GED; 2) 
percent of tract households that participated in federal SNAP/food stamp program ; and 3) percent of unemployed 
civilian tract residents 16 years and older in labor force. High SES Deprivation Tracts have at least one indicator 
in the top quartile or decile of the distribution of all tracts, respectively.  
Significance tests use high black-high deprivation as the reference category   
+p < .10; *p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001(two-tailed tests). 
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cities. Poor black tracts are significantly closer to charters than low black-low deprivation tracts in nine 
metropolitan areas: Miami, Tampa, Jacksonville, Cleveland, Columbus, Cincinnati, Dayton, Akron, and 
Houston. In Jacksonville, for example, low black-low deprivation tracts are 4.6 miles from the nearest 
charter school while high black-high deprivation ones are 1 mile from the nearest charter. In six of these 
nine cities, this is the only significant difference in mean charter school proximity (i.e., Miami, Tampa, 
Columbus, Dayton, Akron, and Houston); in these places, tracts with many blacks and tracts with high 
poverty have similar average distances to the nearest charter.12 In Dayton, for example, high black-high 
deprivation tracts are typically .3 miles from the nearest charter school while low black-low deprivation 
tracts are 3.9 miles away. In Los Angeles, Orlando, Sarasota, and Dallas, proximity to nearest charter 
school does not vary by tract race-socioeconomic context.13  
 
GIS Analysis 
Tables 1 through 4 illustrate that charter school proximity to tracts with different race and class 
composition varies significantly across metropolitan areas. The averages presented in previous tables, 
however, may conceal considerable spatial variation in the distribution of charter schools across 
metropolitan areas. For example, a numeric summary suggesting a large share of charter school tracts in a 
metropolitan area does not tell us about the variation in the shares of tracts with charter schools; low 
percentages of charter tracts may indicate that there are few charter schools in a metropolitan area or that 
several charter schools are spatially clustered in a few tracts. To understand the geographic distribution of 
charter schools relative to predominately black communities, below I focus on 13 metropolitan areas that 
have disadvantaged, predominately black census tracts. Ranked by their share of high black tracts (from 
high to low), these metropolitan areas are: Cleveland, Jacksonville, Dayton, Cincinnati, Miami, Houston, 
Columbus, Akron, Orlando, Dallas, Tampa, Sarasota, and Los Angeles. 
                                                     
12Unlike the other four metropolitan areas listed here, Columbus and Akron lack high black-low deprivation tracts.    
13Sarasota has no high black-low deprivation tracts.  
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Figure 1. Distribution of Charter Schools by Census Tract Race and SES Deprivation: Jacksonville, Florida
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Using geospatial techniques to augment numeric results described above, I present maps from 
five of these metropolitan areas, each displaying a prototypical pattern in charter school proximity 
(drawn from Table 4).14 Table 4 reveals five prototypical charter school spatial patterns with 
significant differences in proximity to nearest charter school by tract race-socioeconomic contexts. 
One pattern emerges in Jacksonville, where there are significant differences in charter proximity 
across all tract types. I find a second pattern in Cleveland, where proximity between charters and low 
black-high deprivation does not differ significantly from high black-high deprivation tracts; but there 
are significant differences between high black-high deprivation tracts and the other two tract types. A 
third pattern is present in Cincinnati such that charter schools are significantly farther from low black-
low deprivation and low black-high deprivation than they are from high black-high deprivation tracts. 
A fourth pattern emerges in metropolitan areas like Houston, where the only significant difference in 
charter school proximity is between low black-low deprivation and high black-high deprivation tracts. 
The fifth pattern indicates a lack of significant differences in charter school proximity by tract race-
socioeconomic context, as seen in Los Angeles.  
Subsequent maps display metropolitan areas with each of these spatial patterns from Table 4 
described above.  In these maps, the joint race-socioeconomic composition of each tract is displayed 
using grayscale. The darkest gray represents low black-low deprivation tracts, and slightly lighter are 
low black-high deprivation tracts. High black-low deprivation tracts are the lightest gray, and white 
tracts are those that are high black-high deprivation (which I use as the reference category).  Red 
points represent individual charter schools.  
Figure 1 maps the distribution of charter schools relative to census tract race and socioeconomic 
deprivation in Jacksonville. There is a notable cluster of high black-high deprivation tracts in the center of 
the city, but none of these tracts have charter schools. Low black-low deprivation tracts surround the 
cluster of high black-high deprivation ones; the other tract types often buffer between the two.  Indeed, 
                                                     
14Maps presented in this chapter exclude metropolitan areas in Arizona because none have high black tracts.   
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     Figure 2. Distribution of Charter Schools by Census Tract Race and SES Deprivation: Cleveland, Ohio 
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      Figure 3. Distribution of Charter Schools by Census Tract Race and SES Deprivation: Cincinnati, Ohio 
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there is only one high black-low deprivation tract and two low black-high deprivation tracts that are 
disconnected from the cluster of high black-high deprivation ones. The two most proximate charter 
schools to the cluster of high black-high deprivation tracts are located in tracts with different race-
socioeconomic compositions—one is in a low black-high deprivation tract and the other is in a low black-
low deprivation one. The other five charter schools are also located in low black-low deprivation tracts, 
which are relatively proximate to the cluster of high black tracts. Although there are only a few charter 
schools in Jacksonville, most are located in relatively privileged tracts. Thus, patterns in Jacksonville 
suggest spatial mismatch between charter schools and high black-high deprivation tracts.  
There are more charter schools in Cleveland, and many are proximate to disadvantaged areas. 
Unlike in Jacksonville, charter school spatial patterns in Cleveland appear to support findings from Table 
4. Recall from Table 4 that the average high black-high deprivation tract in Cleveland is just .5 miles from 
the nearest charter school, compared to 4.2 miles for low black-low deprivation tracts. Average distance 
also differs significantly for high black-low deprivation tracts, which tend to be 1.4 miles from charter 
schools. Low black-high deprivation tracts are just as proximate to charter schools as those are that are 
high black-high deprivation.  
Figure 2 maps the distribution of Cleveland’s charter schools relative to census tract race and 
socioeconomic composition. It shows that high deprivation tracts are closer, on average, to the nearest 
charter school than low deprivation ones. Amid the cluster of high black-high deprivation tracts, some 
tracts are predominately black but have lower deprivation. In this city, charter schools are centrally 
located in high black-high deprivation tracts, and none are located in the predominately black tracts with 
lower deprivation. This spatial pattern explains why charter schools are significantly farther from high 
black-low deprivation tracts (see Table 4), although most of these tracts are near high black-high 
deprivation ones. Note that to the west of high black tracts, there is a substantial cluster of low black-high 
deprivation tracts. Like in high black-high deprivation areas, low black-high deprivation tracts have 
centrally located charter schools.  These findings account for the statistically indistinguishable difference 
in distance to nearest charter school between these two tract types. These patterns suggest spatial match 
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    Figure 4. Distribution of Charter Schools by Census Tract Race and SES Deprivation: Houston, Texas 
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between charters and high poverty tracts.   
Findings in Cincinnati offer evidence of spatial match between charter schools and high black 
tracts. According to Table 4, high black tracts across poverty levels are statistically indistinguishable in 
distance to the nearest charter schools; they tend to be .3 miles or less from the nearest charter school.  
Figure 3 reveals that many of Cincinnati’s charter schools are centrally located in high black-high 
deprivation tracts.   However, of the ten charters located outside of these tracts, three are in low black-
high deprivation tracts and seven are in low black-low deprivation tracts. Low black-high deprivation 
tracts tend to be one mile from the nearest charter school, while the mean distance for low black-low 
deprivation tracts is 4.3 miles (see Table 4).  
Figure 4 maps spatial patterns of Houston’s charter schools. There is one notable cluster of high 
black-high deprivation tracts, though clusters of low black-high deprivation tracts are much more 
prominent. Some charters are in the few high black-high deprivation tracts, but many are in a band down 
the center of the city and fall in low black-high deprivation tracts. To the west of this band, primarily in 
low black tracts, there are clusters of charter schools. These clustered schools locate in or near the 
boundary of low black-high deprivation tracts. This spatial proximity of different tract types to each other 
accounts for the statistically non-significant differences in mean distance for most tract types presented in 
Table 4. 
My map for Los Angeles reveals considerable proximity of different tract types to each other.  
According to Table 4, statistical tests do not reveal significant differences in mean charter school distance 
by tract type in this city. Figure 5 maps the distribution of charter schools relative to census tract race and 
socioeconomic composition, and reveals that census tract distribution in Los Angeles is similar to that of 
Houston but on a larger scale. Again, there is one primary cluster of a few high black-high deprivation 
tracts, and clusters of low black-high deprivation tracts are much more prominent.  The figure also shows 
that tracts in Los Angeles are relatively dense, with a large concentration of low black-high deprivation 
tracts that have some charter school presence. Most other charter schools border this area, and there are 
some in low black-low deprivation tracts. Overall, charter schools appear to be evenly distributed between
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    Figure 5. Distribution of Charter Schools by Census Tract Race and SES Deprivation: Los Angeles, California 
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low black tracts with high and low deprivation.  
 
Discussion and Conclusion 
In this chapter, I drew from theories of space and race to consider whether charter schools located 
in predominately black disadvantaged areas. I merged data from multiple sources to describe charter 
school spatial patterns in 25 metropolitan areas. I found considerable variation in the percent of high 
black and high deprivation census tracts across states and metropolitan areas. Despite this variation, 
however, low black-low deprivation tracts were the most prevalent tract type. Low black-high deprivation 
tracts were the second most prevalent, followed by high black-high deprivation then high black-low 
deprivation tracts. This pattern of tract distribution was replicated in tracts with charter schools.  
I found consistent spatial match between charter schools and high black-high deprivation tracts in 
a third of the metropolitan areas in my sample. However, my analysis revealed at least five charter school 
spatial patterns across these metropolitan areas. One pattern indicated a lack of significant differences in 
charter school proximity by tract race-socioeconomic context. A second pattern emerged in metropolitan 
areas where the only significant difference in charter school proximity was between low black-low 
deprivation and high black-high deprivation tracts. A third pattern emerged in Jacksonville, where there 
were significant differences in charter proximity across all tract types. In Cleveland, where the fourth 
pattern became evident, proximity between charters and low black-high deprivation did not differ 
significantly from high black-high deprivation tracts; but there were significant differences between high 
black-high deprivation tracts and the other two tract types. Cincinnati displayed the final charter school 
spatial pattern; charter schools were significantly farther from low black-low deprivation and low black-
high deprivation tracts than from high black-high deprivation ones.  
Although this study develops a social geography of charter schools, it is not without limitations. 
First, it would be ideal to examine charter school spatial patterns also using student residence data. Such 
an analysis would assess the implications of charter school location for decisions at the family level. 
Future work should collect these data to test the extent to which charter school proximity to residence 
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influences parent decisions on a larger scale. Second, this analysis does not explicitly test whether 
political contexts influence variation in charter school location.  For example, studies find associations 
among charter school implementation and political factors like voter turnout and school board 
organizational factors (Henig and MacDonald 2002; Zhang and Yang 2008).  Incorporating these types of 
data in analyses of charter school spatial patterns would broaden our understanding of how political 
factors influence charter school diffusion across space.   
Third, an emerging body of research suggests that the objectives of charter school operators 
influence school locations. Market-oriented charter schools are those affiliated with for-profit firms or 
education management organizations (EMOs), while mission charter schools  are usually operated by 
foundations, non-profits, government agencies (e.g., mayoral offices), or groups of concerned citizens 
(Brown 2006; Henig et al.  2005).15 Different objectives between these two school types may explain 
variation in charter school location. Future studies should disaggregate charter school spatial patterns by 
founder types. Fourth, although this study compares a variety of metropolitan contexts, findings are only 
generalizable to the 25 cities included in the sample—areas that are located in only five of the 43 states 
with charter school laws.16 Although the five states were among the first to implement charter policies, it 
is also important to examine spatial patterns in all states, including those with more recently introduced 
charter schools.    
Finally, my approach does not account for changes in the distribution of charter schools and city 
contexts over time. Changes in urban (re)development, demographic makeup, and policy may shift city 
and school contexts. Lubienski and colleagues (2009), for example, found that charter schools relocated 
from disadvantaged communities to more affluent ones over time. Other studies reveal that charter 
schools may be precursors of group displacement or gentrification (Lipman 2011a; Pattillo 2007). 
                                                     
15Some charter school operators hire for-profit education management organizations (EMOs) to manage school 
operations. This may be limited to one dimension of school operations (e.g., transportation) or involve a full-range 
of day-to-day school services, like curriculum development, food preparation, and hiring decisions (Brown 2006).  
16Includes the District of Columbia.   
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Pattillo’s (2007) findings offer some insight on this issue; she found that housing developers marketed 
charter schools as a way to attract new residents to a gentrifying neighborhood in Chicago. Thus, it is 
important to consider how charter schools respond to changing urban contexts over time.   
 
Conclusion 
Access has profound implications for charter school efficacy as reform, but studies typically 
overlook it. Results from this chapter suggest that charter schools provide access to some predominately 
black and socioeconomically disadvantaged neighborhoods. Patterns of relative spatial match suggest that 
charter schools may redistribute educational resources in ways that benefit traditionally disadvantaged 
families. However, the relationship between race and space is complex. Often, privileged persons are 
better able to manipulate space for advantage in access to social resources. Thus, location is just one 
important dimension of access.  In the following chapter, I estimate regression models that predict 
proximity and provide a more rigorous test of whether and how race and class operate through space to 
influence black enrollment in charter schools.   
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CHAPTER III 
 
RACE AND SPACE IN CHARTER SCHOOL ENROLLMENT 
 
In neoliberal contexts, charter school location not only offers insight into the spatial dimensions 
of their access, but also into how geography influences their efficacy at facilitating opportunities for 
underserved groups. Charter schools are disproportionately located in cities (Aud et al. 2013a: 70), but it 
is unclear whether they serve students of color from high poverty neighborhoods. Although findings in 
Chapter 2 suggest considerable spatial match between charter schools and predominately black 
socioeconomically deprived areas, this chapter offers a more rigorous test of whether charter schools 
facilitate spatial and service match for underserved groups. In this chapter, I ask whether and how census 
tract race and socioeconomic compositions are associated with proximity to (spatial match) and black 
enrollment in (service match) charter schools. I incorporate into a social geography of charter schools an 
assessment of whether and how spatial patterns influence enrollment. 
This chapter proceeds as follows. First, I summarize literature on the spatial dimensions of charter 
school enrollment and then hypothesize ways that charter school location may be associated with 
neighborhood race and poverty. Based on findings from Chapter 2, I expect smaller distances between 
charter schools and high black-high deprivation tracts than between charters and other types of tracts, 
including low black-low deprivation tracts. I also expect high black tracts will be positively associated 
with black enrollment. Second, I describe the data and methods before presenting findings from ordinary 
least squares (OLS) regression models which assess whether the race-class patterns observed in Chapter 2 
generalize across a random sample of tracts. I conclude with summary insights about how race and class 
mediate charter school access and the implications of results for future research and policy. 
 
The Spatial Dimensions of Charter School Enrollment 
Racial and socioeconomic profiles of charter and non-charter public schools differ in ways that 
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may have implications for K-12 racial integration and diversity. In 2010, disproportionately more of the 
1.8 million charter school students were black, and significantly fewer were white.17 According to the 
National Center for Education Statistics, 53.1 percent of students in non-charter public schools were 
white, compared to only 36.2 percent in charter schools (Aud et al. 2013b: 38). Black students, however, 
comprised 15.5 percent of non-charter enrollment and 28.9 percent of students in charter schools. 
Patterns of racial concentration in student composition also differed between charter and traditional 
public schools. The share of predominately white charter schools decreased between 1999 and 2010, 
while the share of predominately black ones remained constant.18 However, the proportion of 
socioeconomically disadvantaged students increased in both school types. In 1999, more than half the 
students were eligible for federal lunch subsidies in 23 percent of charter schools—significantly fewer 
than the 29 percent of traditional public schools. By 2010, however, 53 percent of charter schools 
enrolled more than 50 percent of free/reduced lunch students, exceeding the 48 percent of non-charter 
public schools.19  
These national trends suggest that charter schools provide educational access for traditionally 
underserved public students, but some question whether neoliberal policies create mismatch between 
social service agencies and disadvantaged clients (e.g., see Duggan 2003; Klinenberg 2002; Lipman 
2011a; Portes 1997). While proponents endorse neoliberal adjustments to streamline the delivery of 
social services and resources, critics of neoliberalism contend that they remove protections for vulnerable 
social groups (Duggan 2003; Klinenberg 2002; Portes 1997; Stuart-Wells et al. 2002). Klinenberg (2002) 
argued that neoliberal shifts in urban governance in Chicago created mismatch between social groups 
                                                     
17I compared differences in charter and non-charter public school enrollment using data from the National Center for 
Education Statistics (see Aud et al. 2013b: 38). Unless otherwise noted, all differences mentioned above are 
statistically significant at the p < .05 level.   
18According to the NCES, predominately white schools are those in which more than half of the students are white. 
Predominately black schools are those in which more than half of the students are black (Aud et al. 2013b: 38).   
19In the 1999-2000 school year, 3 percent of non-charter and 21.9 percent of charter public schools were “missing or 
NA” for free/reduced lunch questions. In 2010-2011, 2 percent of non-charter and 1 percent of charter schools were 
missing for this question (Aud et al. 2013b: 38).  
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that relied on state services and the agencies that distributed them. Service mismatch resulted from a 
market model of governance which delegated health and social services to agencies that lacked capacity 
to administer them effectively. Under this service model, citizens were expected to operate as customers 
and shop for services that local governments once delivered—ultimately creating “systemic service 
mismatch, whereby people having the weakest capabilities and greatest needs are the least likely to get 
them” (Klinenberg 2002: 142-3, emphasis in original). Because marginalized groups disproportionately 
rely on state services, shifts in governance often directly affect their access to social resources.  
Although findings from Chapter 2 suggested that charter schools were closest to predominately 
black, high deprivation areas, it is unclear whether and how spatial match in some places translates into 
service match for black students, many of whom have constrained school access due to spatial and social 
segregation. While location is the key mechanism by which spatial match is achieved, it is less clear what 
facilitates service match and the extent to which it involves spatial dimensions. Thus, in this chapter, I 
examine whether the spatial patterns observed in Chapter 2 generalize across a random sample of tracts 
and ask how these patterns are associated with black charter school enrollment. 
 Social scientists are interested in charter school racial composition for a variety of reasons, but 
perhaps none more important than its implications for school desegregation. While many studies 
emphasize the role of parent preferences in shaping choice decisions, only recently have studies examined 
the structural ramifications of these individual-level preferences on patterns of racial homogeneity in 
charter and non-charter public schools. In the balance of this section, I draw from empirical studies to 
offer ways that charter school spatial match may influence service match for underserved groups.  
 
Race and Space in Parent School Preferences 
Because parents select into charters, many studies theorize about how their preferences affect 
school composition. Parents choose schools based on a variety of factors, including test scores, 
curriculum, values, discipline, safety, and convenience (André-Bechely 2007; Bell 2009; Ni 2012; 
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Weiher and Tedin 2002).20 Most parents typically cite academic quality as the most important factor in 
selecting charter schools (Finn et al. 2000; Kleitz et al. 2000) and empirical work offers findings that are 
consistent with parent reports.21 For example, student achievement was positively associated with the 
odds of transfer into schools of choice for parents in North Carolina (Bifulco, Ladd, and Ross 2007). 
Similarly, Hanushek and colleagues (2007) found that high test scores decreased exit rates from Texas 
charter schools.  
Other studies indicate that school racial and socioeconomic composition—not just academic 
quality—significantly predict parent choices behaviors (Holme and Richards 2009; Kleitz et al. 2000; 
Schneider et al. 2000; Weiher and Tedin 2002). Parent perceptions of school quality are directly and 
indirectly tied to school racial and socioeconomic composition (Bifulco et al. 2009; Lacireno-Paquet and 
Brantley 2008; Ni 2012). For example, Bifulco and colleagues (2009) found that high-performing 
schools—which tended to be whiter and more affluent—were more attractive to parents. Lacireno-Paquet 
and Brantley (2008) suggest that parents may first eliminate schools that lack desirable racial or 
socioeconomic compositions before considering other factors like school quality and safety. 
Many studies find that students transfer into charter schools that are more racially and 
socioeconomically homogenous than their assigned public schools (Bifulco and Ladd 2006b, 2007; 
Booker, Zimmer, and Buddin 2005; García 2008; Holme and Richards 2009; Ni 2012; Rapp and Eckes 
2007; Renzulli 2006; Weiher and Tedin 2002). Bifulco and Ladd (2006b, 2007) used five years of 
student-level cohort data to test racial variation in charter school transfer. They found that black and 
                                                     
20Case studies suggest that race and class structure how social networks share information about school choice. For 
example, Smrekar (2009) found that white parents in Nashville shared information about magnet schools with other 
parents in their child’s preschool programs, while African American parents acquired information from church and 
work networks. In a large district in California, Bell (2009) found that families of color and low-income families 
often had less reliable information about school options than white, more affluent families.   
21Parent preferences vary by race and class. Weiher and Tedin (2002) used survey data to compare preferences of 
1,000 charter school parents in Texas. They found that test scores mattered most for white parents, while black 
parents ranked school values as the most important. Parents in both groups cited school racial composition as the 
least important factor.   
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white students transferred to charter schools with more homogenous racial and socioeconomic 
compositions than the traditional public schools they left. In addition, evidence from both Bifulco and 
Ladd (2007) and from Renzulli (2006) suggest that black parents prefer schools with more black 
students, and that school racial composition may drive selection into charters as much as dissatisfaction 
with public schools. Booker and colleagues (2005) found similar patterns when they examined selection 
into charter schools in California and Texas—blacks were more likely than whites to opt into charters, 
and many of these schools of choice had higher percentages of black students than the schools they left. 
Relative to class, families who participate in choice are often more privileged and select into more 
advantaged schools and districts (Bell 2009; Holme and Richards 2009; Koedel et al. 2009). 
 While some studies find service match between charters and black students, those that consider 
race and class jointly indicate service mismatch for low-income students (Bifulco et al. 2009; Carnoy et 
al. 2005; Ni 2012). Carnoy and colleagues (2005) found that black students in charter schools were less 
likely to qualify for federal lunch subsidies than those in regular public schools. Bifulco et al. (2009) 
found that college-educated black parents were more likely to exercise choice in North Carolina than less 
affluent black parents. Ni (2012) analyzed two years of data on K-7th grade student transfers between 
assigned public schools and charters. She also found that low-income black students were less likely to 
transfer than more affluent black students (Ni 2012).   
In sum, studies suggest that charter schools facilitate service match for black students—some of 
whom are relatively privileged. Other empirical work, however, indicates that school choice exacerbates 
racial and socioeconomic segregation. Cobb and Glass (2009) assert that variation in racial balancing 
regulations in choice plans may drive differences in degree of service match between charters and 
disadvantaged students. They argue that unregulated choice plans appear to worsen segregation by race, 
class, and student achievement, but that controlled choice programs designed to facilitate racial 
integration result in diverse school compositions (Cobb and Glass 2009: 262-3). Thus, although prior 
studies provide important insights into parent preferences relative to place, they do not give a broad 
perspective about whether and how spatial match between charter schools and predominately black 
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disadvantaged places is realized in enrollment. Therefore, it is important to consider whether these 
institutions facilitate spatial and service match for underserved groups. 
 
Research Questions and Expectations 
In this study, I use charter school location to examine whether proximity to predominately black 
areas is associated with black enrollment in these schools. Under-resourced and failing schools are often 
concentrated in predominately black central city areas (Massey and Denton 1993; Wilson 1987). If 
districts implement charter schools to facilitate urban school reform for traditionally underserved groups, 
then the redistribution of school resources across groups with social disadvantage becomes a central 
concern. Therefore, in this chapter, I ask three questions.  First, how is charter school proximity 
associated with census tract race and class? Second, how is charter school enrollment associated with 
census tract race and class? Third, do the relationships between charter school enrollment and census 
tract race and class change after controlling for time?  Based on findings from Chapter 2, I expect high 
black-high deprivation tracts to be closest to charter schools and low black-low deprivation tracts to be 
farthest from them. If charter schools also facilitate service match for black students, then those most 
proximate to predominately black tracts will increase black enrollment.  To this end, tracts with few 
blacks will be negatively associated with black charter school enrollment.   
 
Data and Methods 
In this chapter, I tested whether findings from Chapter 2 generalized to a random sample of tracts 
from my 25 metropolitan areas. The previous chapter described variation in patterns across specific 
metropolitan areas; this chapter addressed the broader question of whether race and class contexts 
consistently predicted charter school spatial patterns. I used ordinary least squares (OLS) regression to 
assess the extent to which census tract race and class jointly explained charter school spatial and 
enrollment patterns. To analyze charter school distance and tract enrollment, I integrated cross-sectional 
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geographic and demographic data from the U.S. Census Bureau with information about charter school 
location from the U.S. Department of Education. 
 
Sample 
My population included all tracts in the five most populous metropolitan areas in Arizona, 
California, Florida, Ohio, and Texas. In the analysis that follows, I used a random sample of 1,443 census 
tracts. Of the 12,665 total tracts, in my sample, 208 tracts did not duplicate nearest charter schools. I 
randomly selected one charter school from the remaining 12,457 tracts that shared a nearest charter school 
with at least one other tract—resulting in an analytic sample of 1,443 tracts.   
 
Demographic and Geographic Information: U.S. Census American Community Survey and TIGER files 
I used 2005-09 American Community Survey (ACS) estimates of census tract demographic 
information. I used Census 2000 TIGER shapefiles in ArcMap 10 to create maps which aggregated school 
information to the tract level and compared variation in charter school location by census tract 
characteristics. Shapefiles are digital files that store vector coordinates and spatial attribute information 
for features in a data set, and outline the shape of geographic units. These shapefiles delineate census tract 
and county boundaries using NADJ 83 geographic coordinates system and Census 2000 boundary 
information. I projected the data into the appropriate UTM zone which yields distance output in meters.  
 
Charter School Information from the Common Core of Data 
Information about charter school location was from the 2009-2010 Common Core of Data (CCD) 
Public Elementary/Secondary School Universe Survey. This survey yields an annual list of all agencies 
providing free public elementary and secondary education in the United States and territories (Chen et al. 
2011). It provides an annual list of U.S. charter schools.   
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Dependent Variables 
Distance to Nearest Charter School. The first dependent variable was meters to nearest charter 
school.22 Like in Chapter 2, I used school geographic coordinates provided in the CCD to create 
descriptive maps in ArcMap 10 software. With geographic coordinates, I mapped the locations of charter 
schools in 25 metropolitan areas. I used the nearest feature tool in ArcMap 10 to compute the minimum 
distance (in meters) to the nearest charter school for each tract.23 I exported ArcMap files that contained 
distances for each census tract into Stata 10 to convert the distance measures, statistical test results, and 
regression estimates from meters to miles.  
Charter School Black Enrollment. The second dependent variable was 2009 black enrollment 
in the nearest charter school. I used enrollment figures from the CCD 2009-10; officials were asked to 
respond based on October 1, 2009 enrollment (Chen et al. 2011: 9). 
 
Key Independent Variables 
Racial Composition-Socioeconomic Deprivation Index. The primary independent variable was 
a four-category joint race-socioeconomic index that summarized the distribution of tracts within 
metropolitan areas by percent black and poverty level. Low black-low deprivation tracts had fewer than 
80 percent black residents and no socioeconomic deprivation indicators in the 90th percentile. Low black-
high deprivation tracts had fewer than 80 percent black residents and at least one of the socioeconomic 
deprivation indicators in the 90th percentile. High black-low deprivation tracts had fewer than 80 percent 
black residents and no socioeconomic deprivation indicators in the 90th percentile. Finally, high black-low 
deprivation tracts had fewer than 80 percent black residents and no socioeconomic deprivation indicators 
in the 90th percentile (the reference category).  
                                                     
22Distance estimates were computed in meters using NADJ 83 UTM projections. I converted regression coefficients 
to miles in Stata 10.    
23This tool assigned a distance of zero meters to charter schools that fell inside census tract, and used the first 
processed charter school if two or more had identical distances (Theobold 2003:315).     
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Charter School Presence 1999. I created a dummy variable to indicate whether the 2009 
charter school was operational in 1999. This variable controlled for the potential relationship between 
time of charter school operation and the number of students they attract. For example, older charter 
schools may have higher enrollments due to popularity or efficacy.   
 
Control Variables 
Public Schools. I controlled for the number of non-charter public schools per tract as an 
indicator of competition for charter schools.  
 
Analytic Strategy 
After I described summary statistics for charter schools and census tracts (see Table 5), I 
estimated three OLS models.  First, I predicted distance of each tract to the nearest charter school (results 
found in Table 6). In Model 1, I controlled for census tract race-class composition, and then controlled 
for the number of public schools in a tract in Model 2.  Second, I predicted 2009 black enrollment in the 
nearest charter school (see Table 7). In Models 1 and 2 of Table 7, I tested relationships among tract 
context and public school presence; Models 3 and 4 were restricted to charter tracts only.  Third, I 
predicted 2009 black enrollment in the nearest charter school adding whether the nearest school was 
operating in 1999 (see Table 8). In Model 1 of Table 8, I controlled for census tract race-class context, 
total public schools, and whether the nearest charter school was open in 1999; Model 2 in this table 
restricts analyses to charter tracts only.  
 
  
49 
 
Table 5. Descriptive Statistics for Census Tract Characteristics (N = 1,443) 
Variable Mean p-hat 
Standard 
Deviation Range 
Dependent Variables     
    Miles to Nearest Charter School 1.3  3.3 0-63 
    2009 Black Enrollment in Nearest              
     Charter School         71.7  111.7 0-873 
Independent Variables     
    Charter School Operating in 1999  .13 0.3 0-1 
    Total Public Schools in Tract 1.3  1.9 0-34 
    Total Charter Schools in Tract 0.4  0.9 0-7 
    High Black Tracts     .04 0.2 0-1 
    SES Disadvantaged Tracts   .31 0.5 0-1 
    Census Tract Race-Class Typology     
<80% Black-Low Disadvantage  .68 0.5 0-1 
<80% Black-High Deprivation  .28 0.4 0-1 
>80% Black-Low Disadvantage  .01 0.1 0-1 
>80% Black-High Deprivation  .02 0.2 0-1 
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Findings 
Table 5 shows descriptive statistics for charter school proximity, black enrollment, and census 
tract race-socioeconomic composition. The typical charter school enrolls approximately 72 black students 
and is 1.3 miles from the nearest census tract. Predominantly black, low poverty tracts are the rarest (p-hat 
= .01) while those with high poverty (and the reference category) represent two percent of the sample. 
Tracts with fewer than 80 percent black residents and low socioeconomic disadvantage are the most 
prevalent (p-hat = .68). High poverty tracts with fewer than 80 percent black residents represent 28 
percent of the sample.  
Table 6 presents cross-sectional results from OLS regression models predicting distance to 
nearest charter schools for 1,443 tracts. Model 1 predicts the distance of each tract to the nearest charter 
school, controlling for tract race and class composition. The only significant difference in distance to 
charter schools is between predominately black tracts with high deprivation (i.e., the reference category) 
and low black-low deprivation tracts. The nearest charter school is typically 1.2 miles farther from low 
black-low deprivation tracts than from high black-high deprivation tracts, suggesting spatial match. There 
are no significant differences in predicted distance to the nearest charter school between the reference 
category and other tract types.  Including the number of public schools per tract in Model 2 of Table 6 
does not explain additional variance, nor change coefficients for predicted distance to any tract type. 
These findings are consistent with those from Chapter 2, and indicate spatial match between charter 
schools and high black-high deprivation areas.  
Table 7 presents cross-sectional results from OLS regression models predicting 2009 black 
enrollment in nearest charter schools for all 1,443 tracts (Models 1 and 2) and charter tracts only (Models 
3 and 4). Predicted black enrollment is higher in charter schools that are most proximate to predominately 
black tracts than in those closest to other tract types. Indeed, tracts with low deprivation and fewer than 
80 percent black residents have 163 fewer black students in the nearest charter schools. Similarly, tracts 
with high deprivation and fewer than 80 percent black residents have 146 fewer black students in the 
nearest charter school. There is no significant difference in predicted black enrollment between high  
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Table 6. Unstandardized Regression Coefficients from the Regression Predicting Distance in 
Miles to Nearest Charter School Using Race-Class Typology 
 Model 1 Model 2  
 𝛽 (se) 𝛽 (se)   
Census Tract Race-Class Typology       
<80% Black-Low Disadvantage       1.2* 0.6 1.2* 0.8   
<80% Black-High Deprivation       0.4 0.6 0.5 0.8   
>80% Black-Low Disadvantage      -0.0 1.0 -0.0 1.3   
Total Public Schools in Tract -- -- -0.0 0.1   
       
Intercept 0.3 0.7 0.3 0.6   
R2 0.01 0.01  
Notes: Reference group is High Black-High Deprivation. Distance estimates computed in meters using NADJ 83 
UTM projections, but coefficients in regression models were converted to miles.  
+p < .10; *p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 
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black-low deprivation and high black-high deprivation tracts. Model 2 of Table 7 controls for the number 
of public schools in a tract. Public schools appear to have a competitive effect on black student 
enrollment. As the number of public schools in a tract increases, approximately four fewer black students 
are enrolled in the nearest charter school—controlling for tract race and socioeconomic context. 
Models 3 and 4 in Table 7 present cross-sectional results from OLS regression models 
predicting 2009 black enrollment in nearest charter schools for charter tracts only (n=385). Patterns in 
these tracts follow those of the overall sample.  Model 3 shows that charter schools closest to both low 
black-low deprivation and low black-high deprivation tracts have significantly fewer black students than 
high black-high deprivation tracts. Again, the difference in black enrollment in charter schools closest to 
high black-low deprivation and those closest to high black-high deprivation tracts is non-significant. 
Tract race-class differences remain once I control for number of public schools; however, the public 
school effect from Model 2 is attenuated when I restrict analysis to charter tracts.   
Table 8 extends analysis from Table 7, predicting 2009 black enrollment in the nearest charter 
school controlling for tract race-class, public school presence, and adding a control for whether the 
nearest charter school was open in 1999. Controlling for time is important because charter school 
enrollment, black or otherwise, may be positively associated with length of charter school operation.24 
Results in Table 8 are consistent with those from Table 7; black student enrollment is higher in charter 
schools most proximate to high black tracts, and lower in those proximate to tracts that fall below the 80 
percent black threshold. In Model 1, low black-low deprivation and low black-high deprivation tracts 
have significantly fewer black students in the nearest charter school relative to high black-high 
deprivation areas. Again, there are no significant differences between black advantaged and 
disadvantaged tracts. According to Model 1 of Table 8, black enrollment in 2009 is significantly lower in 
charter schools that were operating in 1999 than in those that opened later—suggesting that newer  
                                                     
24This simple dummy variable indicates whether the nearest charter school was open in 1999, but may also serve as 
a proxy for other influences like charter school reputation, popularity, or efficacy.  
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Table 7. Unstandardized Regression Coefficients from the Regression Predicting Black Enrollment 
in Nearest Charter School Using Race-Class Typology 
 All Tracts (n=1,443)  Charter Tracts Only (n=385) 
 Model 1  Model 2   Model 3  Model 4  
 𝛽 (se) 𝛽 (se)  𝛽 (se) 𝛽 (se) 
Census Tract Race-
Class Typology          
<80% Black-Low 
Disadvantage -163.3*** 18.5 -161.3*** 18.4  -203.0*** 32.4 -203.3*** 32.7 
<80% Black-High 
Deprivation -145.9*** 18.9 -144.8*** 18.9  -187.6*** 33.3 -186.2*** 33.4 
>80% Black-Low 
Disadvantage 20.2 32.4 19.4 32.3  45.4 57.5 46.2 57.6 
Total Public 
Schools in Tract -- -- -3.6* 1.5  -- -- -1.4 2.2 
          
Intercept 224.1*** 18.1 227.1*** 18.1  260.1*** 31.5 260.4*** 31.5 
R2 0.08 0.08  0.15 0.15 
Notes: Reference group is High Black-High Deprivation.  
+p < .10; *p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 
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charter schools serve more black students.  In Model 2, public school and 1999 operation effects are 
attenuated after restricting the analysis to charter tracts only. Differences in estimated enrollment by tract 
race-class, however, remain consistent. 
 
Discussion and Conclusion 
In this chapter, I assessed whether and how charter school spatial patterns influenced enrollment 
patterns. I expected charter schools to be most proximate to high black-high deprivation tracts and most 
distant from low black-low deprivation tracts, with no significant differences for the other tract types. 
When predicting distance, my race-class typology supported findings from the previous chapter. I found 
significant spatial match between charters and high black-high deprivation areas; relative to this reference 
category, low black-low deprivation areas were significantly farther from charter schools. I found no 
significant differences in predicted distance to nearest charter between high black-high deprivation and 
low black-high deprivation tracts; similarly, there were no differences between high black-high 
deprivation and high black-low deprivation tracts. Findings from this chapter also revealed that census 
tract race and socioeconomic composition was associated with enrollment in nearby charter schools. 
Black charter enrollment decreased when schools were closest to areas with fewer black residents. 
Charters closest to tracts that were at least 80 percent black had significantly higher black enrollment 
than those closest to tracts with fewer black residents. 
Enrollment is a key proxy for charter school service match; but increases in black enrollment in 
charters will likely translate into higher levels of segregation in public schools and districts. Conclusions 
about the integrating or segregating effects of charters are merely speculative, however, because this 
study does not include direct measures of racial exposure. Nonetheless, findings from this chapter lead to 
questions about whether charter school evaluations should consider racial integration. In this study, 
charter schools that are proximate to predominately black areas have higher black enrollment, suggesting 
that black charter students may be concentrated in a few schools—a finding consistent with other studies 
(e.g., see Frankenberg, Siegel-Hawley, and Wang 2010). Therefore, findings of service match between  
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Table 8. Unstandardized Regression Coefficients from the Regression Predicting Black Enrollment in 
Nearest Charter School Using Race-Class Typology and Charter School 1999 Operational Status  
 All Tracts (n=1,443)  Charter Tracts Only (n=385) 
 Model 1  Model 2 
 𝛽 (se)    𝛽 (se)   
Census Tract Race-Class Typology          
<80% Black-Low Disadvantage -158.5*** 18.5    -198.8*** 32.8   
<80% Black-High Deprivation -143.1*** 18.9    -184.0*** 33.5   
>80% Black-Low Disadvantage **19.4** 32.3    46.3 57.5   
Total Public Schools in Tract -3.6* *1.5    -1.6 2.2   
Charter School Open in 1999(1 = 
yes) -19.2* *8.6    -20.1 16.4   
          
Intercept 227.1*** 18.1*    **260.5*** 31.5   
R2 0.09   0.15  
Notes: Reference group is High Black-High Deprivation.   
+p < .10; *p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 
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charters and black students may indicate that charters worsen black-white racial segregation in public 
schools. To this end, charters may not be able to simultaneously provide opportunity for underserved 
students and facilitate racial integration among these students and those from other groups. While the 
state certainly has compelling interests in facilitating racial integration, providing access to quality 
schools for all students may be a priority.25 
Despite making important headway in developing a social geography of charter schools, this 
study has several limitations. First, school and neighborhood demographic data used in this study are 
aggregated such that it is impossible to track individual students and their school choice practices. 
Aggregate measures of neighborhood contexts and student residential and school addresses would be 
ideal for assessing dimensions of charter school space and place; such data would allow researchers to 
identify where students enroll at the individual unit of analysis.  
Second, I used cross-sectional measures of charter school location and enrollment, so I can only 
speculate about changes over time. I found that black enrollment in 2009 was significantly lower in 
charter schools operating in 1999—suggesting that newer charter schools serve more black students. This 
finding is consistent with evidence from other studies that charter school spatial patterns change over 
time; these schools may initially locate in disadvantaged, high black areas but eventually move to 
relatively advantaged ones (Lubienski et al. 2009). This raises the question about whether one charter 
school startup strategy is opening in high poverty, black neighborhoods. Other work suggests that the 
neighborhoods in which charter schools locate are changing, and that charter schools are sometimes part 
such redevelopment strategies (Lipman 2011b; Pattillo 2007). Additional work is necessary to understand 
if racial patterns in charter school access change over time as a function of shifting neighborhood 
contexts.   
 
                                                     
25Many charters appear to facilitate access for black students, but studies on charter school efficacy suggest 
ambiguous achievement effects (Bettinger 2005; CREDO 2009; Hoxby and Rockoff 2005; Hoxby and Murarka 
2006, 2007; Schneider et al. 2000; Zimmer et al. 2009).  
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Conclusion 
At the national level, black students are overrepresented in charter schools at nearly double their 
share of traditional public school enrollment. Spatial and enrollment results from this chapter indicate 
that deregulating school location may facilitate access for predominately black, low-income 
communities. These findings suggest that charter schools facilitate spatial match in predominately black 
urban spaces. Further, when charters are proximate to these areas, they tend to enroll more black 
students. It is important to consider, however, whether match improves outcomes for black students and 
their parents. Thus, in the next chapter, I examine whether schools of choice affect parent-school 
relationships.   
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CHAPTER IV 
 
PARENT INVOLVEMENT IN HIGH SCHOOL: A MULTILEVEL ANALYSIS OF PARENTS AND 
SCHOOLS 
 
Parent involvement has lasting positive effects on student achievement (Crane 1996; Feuerstein 
2000; Jeynes 2003; Muller 1998; Shaver and Walls 1998; Zdzinksi 1996) and attainment (Barnard 2004; 
Eagle 1989; Perna and Titus 2005). However, rates of participation vary by parent attributes and school 
characteristics. Popular explanations attribute this variation to parenting philosophies and to school 
practices that may differentially reward parent behaviors (e.g., Epstein et al. 2002; Lareau 2003). Because 
parent engagement in educational activities is strongly related to children’s academic outcomes, it is 
important to examine whether charter and other schools of choice provide opportunities for all parents to 
participate, especially parents who have been traditionally marginalized.  As I discussed in earlier 
chapters, many believe that charter schools will challenge longstanding problems in public education such 
as racial disparities in involvement. Black students attend charter schools in disproportionate numbers 
(Aud et al. 2013b), but we do not know whether these institutions are better able to engage black parents.  
Charter schools are expected to bridge gaps between family and school domains, facilitating 
parent-school relationships and enhancing involvement (Feuerstein 2000; Fuller 2002; Hankins and 
Martin 2006; Schneider et al.  2000). On the one hand, school choice programs may allow parents to 
intervene and select schools they feel best meet the needs of their children. On the other hand, charter and 
choice schools may marginalize black parents and those from other disadvantaged groups because they 
represent different systems of public service delivery that require constituents to leverage limited 
resources to secure educational services (Klinenberg 2002; Pattillo 2007). Race and class stratification 
may further disadvantage low-income parents of color as they attempt to navigate increasingly complex 
public education landscapes (André-Bechely 2005; Lareau 2000, 2003; Lazarín and Ortiz-Licon 2010; 
Pattillo 2007).  Thus, such neoliberal approaches to school policy may have serious implications for 
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inequality (McLaren 2012; Porfilio 2012; Stuart-Wells et al. 2002). In this chapter, I examine standard 
indicators of involvement as measures of parent-school relationships to explore whether and how charter 
schools reproduce racialized patterns in educational inequality. Little is known about the extent to which 
parent involvement varies by race in schools of choice.  
The purpose of this chapter is to assess racial variation in parent involvement in high schools, and 
the extent to which school type moderates the influence of race on family-school relationships. Because I 
examine patterns in family-school relationships as a way to evaluate charter school efficacy, I pay 
particular attention to public schools of choice, which are often assumed to facilitate more meaningful 
collaboration among families and schools.  With restricted-use, nationally representative data from the 
Education Longitudinal Study, I predict parent involvement, school contact, and parent influence on 
school policy to understand how family-school relationships vary by race and school type. Results reveal 
significant race or school type differences for all outcomes, and provide evidence that school type 
moderates the relationship between parent’s race and involvement.  
This chapter proceeds as follows. First, I review literature about family-school relationships and 
race and class differences in parent engagement. Second, I formulate hypotheses about variation in 
parent-school relationships by parent’s race and school type. Third, I describe the data and methods. 
Fourth,  I present key findings about the effects of parent characteristics and school sector on 
involvement. I conclude with a summary of these results and their implications for future research.  
 
Race and Class in Family-School Relationships 
Parent involvement improves students’ academic and non-academic outcomes (Crane 1996; 
Muller 1998; Shaver and Walls 1998; Zdzinksi 1996). Parent participation in education also facilitates 
student self-esteem development (Hill and Tyson 2009), lowers student behavioral problems (Hill et al. 
2004) and rates of high school dropout (Barnard 2004), improves college-readiness (Leonard 2013), and 
increases the likelihood of postsecondary enrollment (Perna and Titus 2005) and attainment (Eagle 1989). 
Achievement is positively associated with parent expectations (Astone and McLanahan 1991; Fan and 
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Chen 2001; Mau 1997; Zellman and Waterman 1998) and strong social networks and community 
relations (Coleman 1988; Yan and Lin 2005). These positive effects on achievement translate across a 
variety of subjects (Jeynes 2003; Zdzinski 1996), including reading (Jeynes 2003; Shaver and Walls 
1998) and math (Crane 1996; Desimone 1999; Muller 1998; Yan and Lin 2005).  
Prior studies identify various forms of parent involvement, including school selection (Bifulco 
and Ladd 2006a; Feuerstein 2000; Goyette 2008; Rofes and Stulberg 2004), volunteering at school, 
attending meetings (including PTO/PTA), discussing grades, and checking homework (Feuerstein 2000; 
Lee and Bowen 2006; Yan and Lin 2005). Researchers at the National Center for Education Statistics 
reported that in 2007, 89 percent of U.S. parents attended a PTO/PTA or general school meeting , 78 
percent attended a parent-teacher conference, 75 percent attended a school or class event, and 85 percent 
regularly checked homework for completion  (Planty et al. 2009: 210-11). Although most parents 
participate in their children’s schools, involvement varies by parent’s race and family socioeconomic 
status (Jeynes 2003; Lee and Bowen 2006; Mau 1997; Shaver and Walls 1998; Yan and Lin 2005). 
Greater shares of white and affluent parents attend activities at school, while more black and poor parents 
check homework for completion (Planty et al. 2009).  
 
Overlap in Parent-School Relationships   
Parent-school relationships are multidimensional. Epstein’s (1986; 2011) framework of family-
school relationships incorporates organizational and relational aspects of parent involvement in schools.  
She argues that family, school, and community are overlapping “spheres of influence” in children’s 
learning (2011: 31). The degree to which these spheres share educational goals and practices influences 
“the social and psychological distance between the family and school members, their patterns of 
communication, and the results or outcomes of more or less interaction” (Epstein 2011: 35).  
Epstein (2011) suggests that parent-school relationships are bidirectional.  Parents’ decisions to 
participate in school activities are structured, in part, by whether schools facilitate opportunities for 
meaningful, sustained engagement. However, even minimum overlap between parents and schools 
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requires communication, parent visits to the school, and mutual agreements like school-parent contracts. 
Maximum overlap is “when schools and families operate as true ‘partners,’ with frequent cooperative 
efforts and clear, close communication between parents and teachers in a comprehensive program of 
many important types of parent involvement” (Epstein 2011: 33). In short, parent involvement in schools 
is a function of both school and parent characteristics.   
Studies suggest there is more overlap between school and family realms in elementary schools 
because parents are typically more involved in earlier grades (Planty et al. 2009; Singh et al. 1995; Spera 
2005). For example, 52 percent of K-8th grade parents volunteered on a school committee, while only 34 
percent of high school parents volunteered (Planty et al. 2009: 210).  For K-8th grade students, 95 percent 
of parents checked homework for completion, while 65 percent of high school parents did (Planty et al. 
2009: 211).  Nonetheless, parent engagement has strong positive effects on academic achievement among 
elementary and secondary schoolchildren (Mau 1997; Muller 1998; Singh et al. 1995). 
Nationally, parent involvement also differs by school sector. Public school K-12 parents, for 
example, checked homework for completion more often than private school parents, but private school 
parents at both levels reported higher participation in school-based activities (Planty et al. 2009). Other 
work suggests a positive relationship between parent involvement and school choice (Bauch and Goldring 
1995; Marschall 2006; Schneider et al. 2000).  For example, Bifulco and Ladd (2005) used data from the 
Schools and Staffing Survey to explain differences in parent involvement in charter and traditional public 
schools. They summarized nine measures of school-based involvement into two indices: parent 
participation in school events and in school decision-making.  They found that charter school parents 
participated more in school events and in school decisions than those with children in traditional public 
schools. There were also significant differences in school efforts to promote parent involvement. Relative 
to traditional public schools, more charter schools had reliable communication systems, offered services 
to support parent participation, and required teachers to send information to parents explaining school 
lessons and providing activities and homework for parents to do with children. 
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In a recent study, Toldson and Lemmons (2013) found evidence of family-school overlap for 
relatively privileged parents. They used data from the National Household Education Parent and Family 
Involvement Survey (2003) to compare school-based parent involvement for 12,426 black, Hispanic, and 
white parents (Toldson and Lemmons 2013). They used multivariate analysis of variance to explore ways 
that sociodemographic factors (e.g., child race, parent education), parent attitudes (e.g., academic 
orientation, satisfaction with schools), and parenting practices (e.g., frequency of talking with child) were 
associated with child academic success and parent visits to school.  They found that parents of white 
children, English-speakimg parents, and parents with more education were significantly more likely to 
visit schools than parents of black and Hispanic students, those who spoke a language other than English, 
and those who did not complete high school. Parents who reported living in urban, high poverty, or 
unsafe neighborhoods visited their child’s school less often than those from suburban and safer 
neighborhoods. Schools also varied in communication with parents. Although parents of white students 
were more likely than parents of black students to report that schools sent regular newsletters and memos, 
parents of black students reported higher school contact about issues with their child's behavior or 
academic performance.  
 
Distance in Parent-School Relationships 
Epstein’s (2011) theory of family-school-community relationships offers a way to understand 
how the interpersonal practices of school agents, namely teachers, structure parent opportunities for 
engagement.  However, this framework does not attend to social factors that may drive distance among 
school-home spheres. Despite findings from prior studies that document how parent involvement varies 
by race, socioeconomic status, and school type (Desimone 1999; Lee and Bowen 2006; McNeal 1999), 
Epstein and colleagues do not explain how variation in parent and school practices is linked with broader 
social contexts. Dominant sociological explanations of variation in parent-school relationships generally 
point to differences in how schools reward parent capital. Capital is conceptualized as social resources 
that can be translated into value and advantage in attaining social ends. Becker (1975) and Schultz (1960) 
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laid the foundation for capital theories with their work on human capital in the 1960s and 1970s, which 
extended the concept of economic capital to human behavior. From this perspective, agents invest in 
training to facilitate higher levels of efficiency and production (Becker 1975; Schultz 1960). Following 
the introduction of human capital, Bourdieu (1977) and Coleman (1988) extended the use of capital to 
consider social and cultural reproduction. These frameworks explain inequality in educational outcomes 
as the result of differential investments in social, cultural, or human capital.  
 Using capital theory, Bourdieu (1977) explained how schools are implicated in the reproduction 
of social privilege and inequality.  Parents socialize children into a particular habitus or “a set of 
dispositions which generate practices and perceptions” (Bourdieu 1977: 56). More specifically, cultural 
capital is a form of privilege that is transferred from elites to their children to maintain social status across 
generations (Bourdieu 1977).  Although socialization happens at the family level, the activation of capital 
occurs in interactions between individuals and institutions (Lareau 2003). Schools, for example, draw 
unevenly from certain habitus, such that some parents are better able to leverage their social and cultural 
resources to create educational opportunities for their children. Thus, schools advantage parents with 
higher social status and particular cultural experiences (André-Bechely 2005; Bourdieu 1977; Lareau 
2000, 2003).  
Lareau (2000, 2003) reveals how schools draw unevenly on cultural dispositions of students and 
parents. In her studies of parent-school relationships, Lareau (2000, 2003) found that middle-class parents 
attempted to cultivate children’s abilities while working-class families believed that intellectual 
development was a natural process. As a result, children from middle-class families entered school with a 
habitus that reflected school authority patterns, curricula, and language structures. The parents of 
advantaged students were confident in securing educational resources on behalf of their children—often 
making demands of school personnel and challenging their expertise (Lareau 2003). Disadvantaged 
parents, however, often felt excluded, frustrated, and powerlessness in school-based interactions (Lareau 
2003).  
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Relative to traditional public schools, charter schools are expected to improve relationships with 
parents by centralizing them in school governance and by more efficiently responding to their child’s 
needs. In theory, charter schools improve relationships with parents by empowering them to customize 
the educational experiences of their children. In short, charter schools institute a particular family-school 
dynamic. These schools likely embrace a middle-class habitus and reward parents with school-sanctioned 
dispositions. However, capital does not operate equally across groups. In Lareau’s (2003) work, for 
example, black middle-class families who embraced the school-endorsed cultivation approach to 
childrearing reported racial discrimination in school interactions. Lareau’s (2003) work suggests that even 
in the context of choice and parent agency, schools may not provide equal opportunities for meaningful 
parent engagement across all groups.   
 
Research Questions and Expectations 
I am interested in whether charter schools improve parent-school relationships. Many empirical 
studies focus on how parent and school characteristics influence the relationship between engagement and 
achievement, but we know little about whether and how schools of choice influence parent involvement. 
Most studies account for school contextual variables (e.g., racial and socioeconomic composition of 
student populations), but ignore how the practices of choice schools affect parent involvement.  This 
chapter builds on the work of Toldson and Lemmons (2013) and others by examining variation in parent 
involvement in high schools.  I ask whether there are differences in involvement by parent’s race and 
school type (private, public, or choice) net of other relevant factors. My analysis uses multilevel modeling 
to examine the potential moderating role of school sector on the association between parent characteristics 
and school engagement with a large, nationally representative sample of parents of high school students. 
In this way, the analysis will show the extent to which parent and school attributes explain differences in 
parent engagement.  
Specifically, I ask whether race differences in parent involvement, school-initiated contact, and 
perceptions of influence over school policy vary across public, private, and choice schools. If charter 
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schools exacerbate social inequality in education, then they further distance parents of color. Thus, groups 
already more likely to face limited school opportunity may be further disadvantaged by a push toward 
school choice that seems to create service mismatch. I expect parent’s race to operate differently across 
school type. Prior studies of parent race and school sector indicate that white and private school parents 
are typically more involved than black and public school parents. Effective schools of choice, however, 
may shift relationships in ways that advantage black parents relative to their public school peers. If 
schools of choice improve parent engagement, or if more engaged parents are drawn to these institutions, 
then there should be a positive choice effect for black parents. However, if choice schools negatively 
affect black parent outcomes, then level-2 adjustments will negatively moderate black parent 
involvement. Alternatively, choice schools may improve black parent involvement to the level of that of 
white public school parents, which will translate into a lack race of choice school effects.   
 
Data and Methods 
 I used data from the Education Longitudinal Study (ELS: 2002) to assess race and school sector 
differences in PTO involvement, school contact, and parent perceptions of influence over school policy. 
The ELS followed a nationally representative group of U.S. high school students from their sophomore 
year in 2002 through three postsecondary and adult follow-ups (2004; 2006; 2012). Surveys were 
administered to students, parents, teachers, school administrators, and school’s library/media center 
personnel (Ingels et al. 2005). The data include information about student achievement, family 
composition and resources, parents’ reports of school contact and participation, and administrators’ views 
of school and neighborhood climates. The data are appropriate for this study because the surveys provide 
information about school and family contexts and student outcomes.  I used ELS data to incorporate 
indicators of the family and school spheres from Epstein’s (2011) model of family-school-community 
relationships. Nesting parent involvement in school contexts is necessary to uncover whether school 
practices moderate the influence of social status on involvement.  
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Sample 
My analytic sample included 8,076 parents and 640 schools. Of the total ELS sample of 16,197 
students, I excluded 178 students added in the second follow-up as well as 649 student non-respondents.  
Because parent involvement and school contact were dependent variables, I dropped students with 
partial/abbreviated surveys (n=1,319), those with non-respondent parents (n=1,888), and those with 
parents who completed abbreviated surveys that excluded parent involvement questions (n=916). I also 
excluded students with non-respondent school administrators (n=112)—who provided school context and 
sociodemographic information. Finally, I limited my sample to black and white parents, which yielded a 
total of 8,076 parents and 640 schools.26  
 
Variables 
I examined three dependent variables chosen to capture involvement at school, school-parent 
communication, and parent influence in policy:  PTO involvement, school-initiated contact, and parent 
influence on setting school policy. PTO involvement was the total number of activities the parent reported 
participating in since the beginning of the 2002 school year, including whether they joined the parent-
teacher organization, attended parent-teacher organization meetings, participated in parent-teacher 
organization activities, or volunteered at the school; it ranged from 0 to 4.  General school contact was a 
summary count index that captured parent reports of whether schools contacted them about school 
programs; plans after high school; course selection; and information for records.  It also ranged from 0 to 
4.  Parent influence on setting school policy was a dummy variable constructed for parent respondents 
who agreed or strongly agreed that parents had adequate say in setting school policy (1=yes; 0=else).  
My key independent variables were parent’s race and school type. I recoded parent-reported race 
as a dummy variable such that non-Hispanic black parents were coded as 1 and non-Hispanic white 
                                                     
26I excluded one private school that also offered a public choice program because it crossed sectors. Three students 
were enrolled in this school, but it was not clear whether they were in the private school or in the choice program. 
As a result, my analysis also excluded these students.     
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parents were 0. I represented school sector as a set of dummy variables that included public (reference), 
private, and choice schools. Because there were too few charter schools in the ELS to permit analysis, I 
included all open-enrollment charter and magnet schools (i.e., schools of choice). These non-traditional 
public school programs “allow[ed] students to attend public school within or outside of their local school 
district” (Bielick and Chapman 2003: iv).   
 Based on previous research, I controlled for parents’ aspirations, satisfaction, age, composition, 
and socioeconomic status. Parent satisfaction was self-reported; parents rated their satisfaction with tenth-
grader’s education up to 2002. I reverse coded this variable such that higher values corresponded with 
higher satisfaction (1=very dissatisfied, 2= dissatisfied, 3= satisfied, and 4=very satisfied). In addition, I 
coded parents who aspired for their children to pursue a bachelor’s degree or advanced degrees as 1, and 
put all others in the 0 category.  Parent composition was coded as 1 if there were 2 parents or guardians in 
the home (1=two parents/guardians and 0=all else). I calculated parent age by subtracting parent-reported 
year of birth from the base year 2002, and centered it at the mean for the entire sample.27  Family 
socioeconomic status was a derived variable based on five equally weighted, standardized components: 
father’s education, mother’s education, family income, father’s occupation, and mother’s occupation.28  
The variable was standardized such that its values have a mean of 0 and standard deviation of 1. Thus, 
positive values represented higher than average SES, while negative values were those that fall below the 
mean.   
 
Analytic Procedure 
This chapter assessed racial differences in school-based parent involvement using hierarchical 
linear models (HLM). These models situated parents in family and school contexts to uncover how 
                                                     
27Mean parent age is subtracted from the age of each individual parent so that zero will have a substantive value in 
analyses.  
28NCES analysts imputed 5.7 percent of the data (Ingels et al. 2005: G-11).   
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stratification within and between schools affected parent involvement at the individual-level. This 
approach permitted analysis of the extent to which differences between charter and non-charter school 
parents were associated with race, socioeconomic status, and/or school sector. HLM is ideal because it 
predicts variation within and between levels, leading to more precise estimates than ordinary least squares 
models. Because it adjusts for measurement error in level-1 coefficients, and permits parameters to vary 
at level-2, HLM does not force analysts to choose one unit of analysis over the other but instead accounts 
for the nested nature of social contexts (Raudenbush and Bryk 2002).   
I conducted two-level hierarchical analyses. I classified observations as level-1 units (denoted as 
i) within level-2 units (denoted as j). Level-1 coefficients captured significant differences within schools, 
while level-2 coefficients measured differences between schools.  I specified two-level hierarchical 
models which combined level-1 and level-2 predictors. In short, I developed separate level-1 models for 
each of the j level-2 units. The level-1 model was   
 
Yij = β0j + β1j*Xij + rij           
(1) 
 
where Yij was the dependent variable measured on the ith level-1 unit (parent of student) nested within the 
jth level-2 unit (high school), β0j was the intercept for the jth level-2 unit (high school), β1j  was the slope 
associated with level-1 predictor X for the jth level-2 unit, Xij was the level-1 covariate, and rij was the 
random error associated with the ith level-1 unit nested within the jth level-2 unit. Level-2 models 
permitted heterogeneity of regression across level-2 units   
 
β0j = γ00 + γ01*Wj+ u0j 
β1j = γ10 + γ11*Wj + u1j     
(2) 
where β0j and β1j were the intercept and slope for the jth level-2 unit, where γ00 was the mean intercept 
adjusted for level-2 covariate Wj across all schools, and γ10 was the mean slope adjusted for covariate Wj, 
γ01 and γ11 the slopes for the level-2 covariate W, and u0j and u1j were the random effects. γ00, γ01*Wj, γ10, 
and γ11*Wj, were fixed effects. The final mixed model was specified as  
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Yij = γ00 + γ01*Wj  + γ10* X1j + γ11*Wj*Xij   + u0j + u1j*Xij + rij   
(3) 
HLM assumes that level-1 residuals for continuous dependent variable Yij are random variables with a 
mean of zero and variance of σ2, that τ01 is the covariance of β0j and β1j, and that level-1 and level-2 errors 
are uncorrelated. Further, β0j is normally distributed with a mean of γ00 and a variance of τ00; Β1j is 
normally distributed with a mean of γ10 and a variance of τ11.  
Each level-1 coefficient can be modeled at level-2 as a 1) fixed level-1 coefficient (with no error 
and no level-2 covariates); 2) non-randomly varying level-1 coefficient (level covariates but no random 
effects); and 3) randomly varying level-1 coefficient or level-1 coefficient with both non-random and 
random sources of variation (Raudenbush and Bryk 2002).  I built models for each dependent variable to 
assess parent race and school sector effects on parent-school relationships. I first predicted PTO 
involvement and school contact using a one-way random effect ANOVA:  
 
Yij = γ00  + u0j+ rij       
(4) 
Otherwise known as the unconditional means model, this simple random effect linear model provides 
estimates of level-2 means for all outcomes and offers insight into how these means vary. In my analyses, 
these models lacked level-1 and level-2 covariates, but allowed random effects for the intercept.  
Raudenbush and Bryk (2002) classify the next model specification as means-as-outcomes, which 
adds level-2 predictors to the unconditional model.  
 
Yij = γ00 + γ01*CHOICEj + γ02*PRIVATEj  + u0j+ rij 
 (5)  
Model 2 accounted for school sector at level-2 to assess whether expected mean PTO involvement and 
school contact differed significantly in choice and private schools relative to public schools.  
Model 3 controlled for parent-level demographic and attitudinal variables (equation 6 is a 
combination of equations 7 and 8) at level-1: 
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Yj = γ00 + γ01*CHOICEj + γ02*PRIVATEj + γ10*BLACKij + γ20*COMPOSITIONij + γ30*SESij + 
γ40*SATISFACTIONij  + γ50*ASPIRATIONSij + γ60*AGEij + u0j+ rij   
(6) 
Raudenbush and Bryk (2002) refer to this model as a random-coefficient model because only the level-2 
intercept model is adjusted for sector and random effects.  
 
Level-1 Model 
Yj = β0j + β1j*(BLACKij) + β2j*(COMPOSITIONij) + β3j*(SESij) + β4j*(SATISFACTIONij) + 
β5j*(ASPIRATIONSij) + β6j*(AGEij) + rij 
  (7) 
Level-2 Model 
    β0j = γ00 + γ01*(CHOICEj) + γ02*(PRIVATEj) + u0j 
    β1j = γ10  
    β2j = γ20  
    β3j = γ30  
    β4j = γ40  
    β5j = γ50  
    β6j = γ60             
        (8)  
  
 My final model included previous level-1 and level-2 predictors and permitted random effects for 
level-2 intercepts and slopes such that β0j and β1j were not assumed to be fixed. Effects for β0j and β1j were 
adjusted for school sector and allowed to vary in final models. I conducted sensitivity analyses for the 
remaining level-2 parameters; equations predicting random slopes were individually adjusted for school 
sector. In these sensitivity analyses, I estimated separate models (for each dependent variable) which 
allowed each level-1 coefficient to vary across the level-2 units. The effects of two-parent home, parent 
aspirations, and black varied across school sector.29 I dropped the random effect coefficients from the 
level-2 models if these effects were non-significant, because non-significance suggest that these effects 
                                                     
29In these sensitivity analyses, the effects of parent race on involvement outcomes varied across school type, but the 
effects of socioeconomic status did not. 
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operate in similar ways across schools. Based on these results, I included the random effects in final 
models for each dependent variable.  The other level-1 relationships are modeled as fixed effects.30 Thus,  
Model 4 allowed the intercepts and slopes for black, two-parent home, and parent aspirations to vary 
randomly after adjusting for school sector effects.  
 
PTO-Involvement, Model 4    
PTO INVOLVEMENTij = γ00 + γ01*CHOICEj + γ02*PRIVATEj + γ10*BLACKij + 
γ11*CHOICEj*BLACKij + γ12*PRIVATEj*BLACKij+ γ20*COMPOSITIONij + 
γ21*CHOICEj*COMPOSITIONij + γ22*PRIVATEj*COMPOSITIONij+ γ30*SESij + 
γ40*SATISFACTIONij+ γ50*ASPIRATIONSij + γ51*CHOICEj*ASPIRATIONSij + 
γ52*PRIVATEj*ASPIRATIONSij+ γ60*AGEij+ u0j + u1j*BLACKij  + u2j*COMPOSITIONij  + 
u5j*ASPIRATIONSij + rij     
(9) 
School Contact, Model 4   
SCHOOL-INITIATED CONTACTij = γ00 + γ01*CHOICEj + γ02*PRIVATEj + γ10*BLACKij + 
γ11*CHOICEj*BLACKij + γ12*PRIVATEj*BLACKij+ γ20*COMPOSITIONij + 
γ21*CHOICEj*COMPOSITIONij + γ22*PRIVATEj*COMPOSITIONij+ γ30*SESij + 
γ40*SATISFACTIONij+ γ50*ASPIRATIONSij + γ51*CHOICEj*ASPIRATIONSij + 
γ52*PRIVATEj*ASPIRATIONSij+ γ60*AGEij+ u0j + u1j*BLACKij  + u2j*COMPOSITIONij  + 
u5j*ASPIRATIONSij + rij             
                 (10) 
 Standard hierarchical linear models do not restrict predicted values to a 0-1 range, so I used 
hierarchical generalized linear models (HGLM) to predict the final dependent variable: a binary indicator 
that assessed parent perceptions of adequate say in setting school policy (1 = yes, 0 = else). The level-1 
model for a binary dependent variable with one covariate is 
 
    Prob(Yij=1|βj) = ϕij 
    log[ϕij/(1 - ϕij)] = ηij 
    = β0j + β1j*Xij        
 
where ηij =  E(Yij).                 (11) 
                                                     
30Direction and magnitudes of the fixed effects in the final models are similar to those that only allow that intercept 
and/or the black effect to vary at level-2.  
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 I used the same model-building technique for predicting parent perception of adequate say as for 
the other two dependent variables. Model 4 predicted adequate say and adjusted the intercept, black, 
parent composition and aspirations coefficients for school sector and random effects  
PARENT VOICEij = γ00 + γ01*CHOICEj + γ02*PRIVATEj + γ10*BLACKij + 
γ11*CHOICEj*BLACKij + γ12*PRIVATEj*BLACKij+ γ20*COMPOSITIONij + 
γ21*CHOICEj*COMPOSITIONij + γ22*PRIVATEj*COMPOSITIONij+ γ30*SESij + 
γ40*SATISFACTIONij+ γ50*ASPIRATIONSij + γ51*CHOICEj*ASPIRATIONSij + 
γ52*PRIVATEj*ASPIRATIONSij + γ60*AGEij+ u0j + u1j*BLACKij  + u2j*COMPOSITIONij  + 
u5j*ASPIRATIONSij            
                (12) 
 
 
Findings 
 Table 9 shows descriptive statistics of parents and schools in my sample. On average, parents 
participate in about one PTO involvement activity. In addition, parents report between one and two modes 
of school-initiated contact; and 48 percent perceive that parents have adequate say in setting their child’s 
high school policy.  Table 9 also shows that 14 percent of parents in the sample are black and 78 percent 
reside with another parent or guardian.  Nearly all parents report being satisfied with their tenth grader’s 
education, and most hope for their high school student to earn at least a bachelor’s degree.  The typical 
parent has higher than average SES and is 44 years old. With respect to school sector, 73 percent of 
schools in the sample are public (N = 469), four percent are open-enrollment choice (N = 23), and the 
remaining 23 percent are private (N = 148). Public schools are the reference at level-2.   
Table 10 disaggregates parent race differences for the three outcomes: PTO involvement, school-
initiated contact, and adequate say. In public schools, black parents report significantly more PTO 
involvement than white parents, but black parents have lower mean involvement than whites in choice 
schools. There is no significant race difference in PTO involvement in private schools. With respect to 
school contact, the race difference is significant only for parents with children in private schools; black 
private school parents report less school-initiated contact than white private school parents. In contrast, 
black parents are more likely to report that parents have adequate say in influencing school policy – 
although this difference only holds for parents with children in public schools.    
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PTO Involvement 
 Table 11 summarizes multilevel models predicting parent PTO involvement using parent-level 
variables and school sector. Model 1 is the unconditional model of PTO involvement. Covariates are  
excluded from Model 1 to test variation in mean involvement across schools. Predicted PTO involvement 
across all schools in my sample is γ00 = 1.29, which is comparable to the mean reported in descriptive 
Table 9. The intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC) represents the proportion of variance in involvement 
that is between schools, and it is calculated by dividing unexplained variation at level-2 (u0) by total level-
1 and level-2 variation (σ2+ u0).  Based on the ICC in Model 1, 16 percent of variation in PTO 
involvement is due to differences between schools, while the remaining 84 percent reflects differences at 
the parent-level.  Said another way, 16 percent of the variation in PTO involvement is due to schools that 
students attend, while 84 percent is due to average differences among parents within each school. Thus, 
schools are more similar in average parent involvement than are parents within those schools.  
Model 2 controls for school sector to assess whether expected PTO involvement in choice and 
private schools differs significantly from that of public schools. Although expected PTO involvement in 
choice schools does not differ significantly from public schools, mean PTO involvement in private 
schools is significantly higher than predicted involvement in public schools at 1.94 (γ00 + γ02).  In 
addition, note that the statistically significant χ2 statistic shows that Model 2 better predicts PTO 
involvement than Model 1. 
Model 3 controls for level-1 parent demographic and attitudinal variables. These variables reduce 
unexplained level-2 variance by 25 percent and level-1 variance by 4 percent (see level-1 and level-2 
PRE). With the exception of parent age, all level-1 predictors are significantly associated with predicted 
PTO involvement. The expected PTO involvement is γ00 = .44 for white single-parents in public schools 
with average SES and age, and with low satisfaction and aspirations. Predicted involvement is 
significantly higher for black parents, those in two-parent homes, satisfied parents, and those with higher 
educational aspirations. When controlling for other variables, expected PTO involvement increases by .34  
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Table 9. Descriptive Statistics for Parent- and School- Level Variables 
Term   Mean 
Standard 
Error Minimum Maximum 
PARENT LEVEL (N = 8,076)     
Dependent Variables     
    PTO Involvement    1.31 1.38 -0.0 4.0 
    School-Initiated Contact  1.23 1.23 -0.0 4.0 
    Adequate Parent Say in School Policy (1=yes)  0.48 0.50 -0.0 1.0 
Independent Variables     
   Parent is Black (1= yes) 0.14 0.35 -0.0 1.0 
   Two-Parent Home (1= yes) 0.78 0.41 -0.0 1.0 
   Parent Satisfaction (1= satisfied)  0.90 0.30 -0.0 1.0 
   College Aspirations (1 = BA+) 0.88 0.33 -0.0 1.0 
   Socioeconomic Status  0.19 0.37 -1.8 1.8 
   Age   44.56* 6.17  32.0*      72.0 
 
    
SCHOOL LEVEL (N = 640) 
 
   
    Public School (reference)  0.73 0.44 -0.0 1.0 
    Choice School 0.04 0.19 -0.0 1.0 
    Private School 0.23 0.42 -0.0 1.0 
Source: Education Longitudinal Study 2002 
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units when SES increases by one unit. Once again, this model shows no significant differences in 
expected involvement between public and choice schools. There is a significant private school effects 
such that and that average PTO involvement in private schools is higher than expected involvement in 
public schools.  Model 4 tests whether school sector variables moderate race differences in PTO 
involvement. Results show that being black in a choice school significantly and negatively moderates the 
level-1 race effect on mean PTO involvement. Although black parents in public schools have higher PTO 
involvement than white public school parents, black parents in choice schools have lower expected 
involvement than both groups.  
Using coefficients from Model 4 of Table 11, Figure 6 depicts differences in predicted values of 
PTO involvement by parent race and school sector. In calculating the fitted values, parent’s age and SES 
are held at their means; high parent satisfaction, high parent aspirations, and two-parent/guardian home 
are all included. According to Figure 6, expected PTO involvement is higher for black public school 
parents than for their white counterparts, a significant difference evident in the black effect in Model 4 of 
Table 11.  However, predicted values are higher for white parents in choice schools, as indicated by the 
negative level-2 black X choice effect in the same model.   
To sum, findings indicate that expected PTO involvement is significantly higher for black public 
school parents than for their white counterparts. Predicted PTO involvement is also higher for black 
private school parents compared to black or white public school parents. Choice schools, however, 
significantly and negatively moderate PTO involvement for black parents.  These findings provide 
support for racial differences in PTO involvement across school type, and they suggest a service 
mismatch between black parents and choice schools.   
 
School-Initiated Contact 
Table 12 presents findings from multilevel models predicting school-initiated contact using 
parent-level variables and school sector. I first analyze an unconditional model of school contact with no 
predictors. Model 1 assesses whether and how much schools in my sample vary in mean contact. The  
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Table 10. Means for PTO Involvement, School-Initiated Contact, and Adequate Parent Say in School 
Policy by Parent Race and School Type   
 PTO Involvement    School-Initiated Contact Adequate Say 
 Black White Black White Black White 
All Schools 1.3 1.3*** 1.1 1.2** 0.51 0.47*** 
Public School 1.2 1.1*** 1.1 1.1** 0.49 0.42*** 
Choice School 0.6 1.1*** 1.0 1.2** 0.50 0.49*** 
Private School 1.9 1.9*** 1.2 1.4** 0.59 0.61** 
Source:  Education Longitudinal Study 2002 
+p < .10; *p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001(two-tailed tests). 
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grand mean for school-initiated contact is γ00 = 1.22, comparable to the mean reported in descriptive 
Table 9. Again, between-school variation is smaller than that within schools; the ICC indicates that 8.5 
percent of variation in parent reports of school-initiated contact is attributable to differences between 
schools, while the remaining 91.5 percent is due to parent-level differences.  
Model 2 controls for school sector to assess whether expected mean contact in choice and private 
schools differs significantly from that of public schools. Unexplained error from Model 1 is reduced by 8 
percent after controlling for school sector. Predicted mean contact in public schools is 1.15. Expected 
contact in choice schools does not differ significantly from public schools. However, 1.42 (γ00 + γ02) is the 
expected contact in private schools, which is significantly higher than predicted contact in public schools. 
In addition, the statistically significant χ2 statistic in Model 2 suggests that it better predicts contact than 
Model 1. 
In addition to school sector, Model 3 controls for parent-level demographic and attitudinal 
variables. These variables reduce unexplained variation at level-2 by 16 percent and at level-1 by one 
percent. The effect γ00 = 1.00 is the expected contact for white single parents with average SES and age, 
with low satisfaction and aspirations, and with children in public schools. At the parent-level, SES and 
age are associated with higher predicted contact, controlling for other variables. Black and satisfied 
parents also reported higher mean contact. Again, there are no significant differences in expected 
involvement between public and choice schools. However, private schools are positively related to 
contact, suggesting that private schools have higher average school-initiated contact than public schools. 
Model 4 reveals that level-2 effects significantly moderate level-1 relationships. Being black in private 
schools significantly lowers expected school contact.  Parents with higher aspirations in private schools 
report higher contact. 
Using coefficients from Model 4 of Table 12, Figure 7 depicts differences in predicted values of 
school-initiated by parent race and school sector. In calculating the fitted values, parent age and SES are 
held at their means, and high parent satisfaction, high parent aspirations, and two-parent/guardian home 
are all included. According to Figure 7, expected school-initiated contact is higher for black public school  
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Table 11. Multilevel Analyses Predicting PTO Involvement with Parent- and School-Level Variables  
 Model 1 Model 2  Model 3  Model 4 
PARENT LEVEL (N = 8,076)     
   Intercept (γ00) 1.29*** 1.09*** 0.44*** 0.40*** 
 (0.03) ** (0.02) *** (0.06) ***     (0.07) 
   Parent is Black (1= yes) (γ10)   0.26*** 0.30*** 
   (0.04)***     (0.05) 
   Two-Parent Home (1=yes) (γ20)   0.18*** 0.18*** 
   (0.03) *** (0.04) 
  Socioeconomic Status (γ30)   0.34*** 0.33*** 
   (0.03) ***     (0.02) 
   Parent Satisfaction (1=satisfied) (γ40)   0.27*** 0.26*** 
   (0.04) ***     (0.05) 
   College Aspirations (1 = BA+) (γ50 )    0.26*** 0.28*** 
   (0.04) **      (0.05) 
   Age (γ60  )   0.00***       0.00 
   (0.00) **      (0.00) 
SCHOOL LEVEL (N = 640)     
     Intercept x Choice (γ01)  ((-0.10**** -0.11*** -0.11* 
  (( (0.13) *** (0.07) *** (0.28) 
     Intercept x Private (γ02)  (((0.85*** 0.62*** 0.81*** 
  (( (0.05)
  ** (0.06) *** (0.17) * 
     Black x Choice (γ11)    -0.64* 
    (0.27) 
     Black x Private (γ12)    -0.10* 
    (0.12) 
     Two-Parent x Choice (γ21)    0.07 
    (0.21) 
     Two-Parent x Private (γ22)    -0.04 
    (0.08) 
     Aspirations x Choice (γ51)    0.10 
    (0.27) 
     Aspirations x Private (γ52)    -0.13 
    (0.16) 
Black Random Effect (u1)    0.02 
 
VARIANCE COMPONENTS  
 
  
     Level-1 Variance (σ2) 1.61*** 1.61*** 1.54*** 1.54 
     Level-1 PRE  0.00*** 0.04*** 0.00 
     Level-2 Variance (u0) 0.29*** 0.16*** 0.12*** 0.11 
     Level-2  PRE   0.45*** 0.25*** 0.08 
Intraclass Correlation (ICC) 0.16*** 0.09*** 0.07*** 0.07 
Black Random Effect (u1)    0.01 
Two-Parent Random Effect (u2)    0.01 
Aspirations Random Effect (u5)    0.07 
     
MODEL FIT     
Deviance (Estimated  Parameters) 27480.6(3) 27250.4(5) 26867.2(11) 26832.6(26) 
χ2 Statistic for comparison with previous model  230.3*** 383.1*** 34.6** 
Source: Education Longitudinal Study 2002  
Notes: Unstandardized coefficients shown; standard errors are in parentheses. Public schools are the reference 
category. 
+p < .10; *p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 
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Figure 6. Predicted PTO Involvement by Parent Race and School Type
 
Notes: Predicted values are for parents in two-parent homes, with high aspirations, high satisfaction, 
mean SES, and mean age. White asterisks denote significant race or school effects at the p < .05 level. 
Model 4 of Table 11 indicates a significant black effect at level-1, and significant intercept X choice and 
black X choice moderation effects at level-2. 
  
* 
* 
* 
* 
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parents than for their white public school counterparts (consistent with the black effect in Model 4 of 
Table 12). However, expected contact is lower for black parents in private schools, even after accounting 
for the positive level-1 black effect.  
In sum, I find that expected school-initiated contact is higher for black public school parents than 
for their white counterparts. There is no evidence of significant moderation for choice schools. Private 
schools, however, significantly and negatively moderate the expected value for black parents’ reports of 
contact relative to public school parents. These findings suggest service mismatch between black parents 
and private schools.   
 
Adequate Parent Say in School Policy 
Table 13 summarizes HGLM models for the binary variable of perceptions of adequate parental 
say in setting school policy. According to Model 1, the estimated logged odds of reporting adequate say 
are γ00  = -0.09, a probability of 0.48 across all schools. Model 2 considers school sector to assess whether 
the logged odds of adequate parent say in school policy differ significantly in choice and private schools 
relative to public schools. The predicted logged odds of adequate say in public schools is -0.27; while 
choice schools do differ significantly from traditional public schools, the logged odds for private schools 
are significantly higher than those for public schools. In addition to school sector, Model 3 controls for 
parent-level demographic and attitudinal variables. At the parent-level, being black, satisfied, and older 
increases the logged odds of reporting adequate parent say in influencing school policy. In addition to 
these effects, Model 4 reveals significant moderating effects of being in a two-parent home for private 
schools parents. 
For black and white parents across all school sectors, the odds of perceiving adequate say are less 
than .50 (as indicated by negative logged odds in Model 4 of Table 13). However, the predicted logged 
odds for black public school parents are significantly higher than for their white counterparts. There is 
also limited evidence that private school parents are more likely to report adequate influence over school  
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Table 12. Multilevel Analyses Predicting School-Initiated Contact with Parent- and School-Level Variables  
 Model 1*** Model 2***  Model 3***  Model 4*** 
PARENT LEVEL (N = 8,076)     
   Intercept (γ00) 1.22*** 1.15*** 1.00*** 1.02*** 
 (0.02) *** (0.02) *** (0.06) *** (0.06) *** 
   Parent is Black (1= yes) (γ10)   0.09*** 0.14*** 
   (0.04) *** (0.05) *** 
   Two-Parent Home (1=yes) (γ20)   0.03*** 0.04*** 
   (0.03) *** (0.04) *** 
   Socioeconomic Status (γ30)   0.25*** 0.24*** 
   (0.02) *** (0.02) *** 
   Parent Satisfaction (1=satisfied) (γ40)   0.15*** 0.15*** 
   (0.04) *** (0.04) *** 
   College Aspirations (1 = BA+) (γ50 )    -0.04**** -0.07+** 
   (0.04) *** (0.05) *** 
   Age (γ60)   0.00*** 0.00*** 
   (0.00) *** (0.00) ** 
SCHOOL LEVEL (N = 640)     
     Intercept x Choice (γ01)  0.05** 0.03*** 0.02** 
  (0.09) ** (0.09) *** (0.27) ** 
     Intercept x Private (γ02)  0.27*** 0.13*** -0.11*** 
  (0.05) ** (0.05) ** (0.16) ** 
     Black x Choice (γ11)    -0.13*** 
    (0.26) ** 
     Black x Private (γ12)    -0.33*** 
    (0.11) ** 
     Two-Parent x Choice (γ21)    0.01 * 
    (0.21) ** 
     Two-Parent x Private (γ22)    -0.07 ** 
    (0.08) * 
     Aspirations x Choice (γ51)    0.05* 
    (0.25)* 
     Aspirations x Private (γ52)    0.35* 
    (0.15)* 
VARIANCE COMPONENTS     
     Level-1 Variance (σ2) 1.39** 1.39*** 1.37*** 1.37 
     Level-1(PRE)  0.00*** 0.01*** 0.00 
     Level-2 Variance (u0) 0.13*** 0.12*** 0.10*** 0.06 
     Level-2(PRE)  0.08*** 0.16*** 0.40 
Intraclass Correlation (ICC) 0.09*** 0.09*** 0.07*** 0.04 
Black Random Effect (u1)    0.04 
Two-Parent Random Effect (u2)    0.00 
Aspirations Random Effect (u5)    0.02 
     
MODEL FIT     
Deviance (Estimated  Parameters) 26079.2(3) 26044.9(5) 25894.2(11) 25872.9(26) 
χ2 statistic for comparison with previous model     34.2*** 150.7***        21.2 
Source: Education Longitudinal Study 2002  
Notes: Unstandardized coefficients shown; standard errors are in parentheses. Public schools are the reference 
category. 
+p < .10; *p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 
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Figure 7. Predicted School-Initiated Contact by Parent Race and School Type
Notes: Predicted values are for parents in two-parent homes, with high aspirations, high satisfaction, 
mean SES, and mean age. White asterisks denote significant race or school effects at the p < .05 level. 
Model 4 of Table 12 indicates a significant black effect at level-1 and a significant black X private 
moderation effect at level-2.  
* * 
* 
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policy, with no significant moderating effects for choice schools. In short, although race matters for 
differences in perceptions of adequate say between public school parents, it does not appear to operate 
differently across school sectors. This lack of differences across school type suggests that parent-level 
differences are more influential on perceptions of adequate say than school-level ones.   
 
Discussion and Conclusion 
This chapter examined relationships among parent race and school sector. Overall, results 
suggested service match for black parents in public schools, and provided limited evidence of match for 
parents in choice and private schools. Findings indicated that expected PTO involvement and school-
initiated contact were significantly higher for black public school parents than for their white 
counterparts. Similarly, the predicted logged odds of perceiving adequate say in school policy was 
significantly higher for black public school parents than for their white counterparts. Choice schools, 
however, lowered PTO involvement for black parents while private schools lowered black parents’ 
reports of school contact. The absence of significant race differences in choice schools for the other two 
outcomes, however, suggests that average parent involvement in choice schools was comparable to that of 
public schools.   
My findings also suggested that schools of choice did not advantage black parents relative to 
white parents.  Relative to PTO involvement, the negative choice effect may indicate that choice schools 
create distance in black parent-school relationships. Alternatively, if school ineffectiveness drives parent 
involvement, then lower PTO involvement in choice schools may indicate that parents feel less of a need 
to be involved. This lower involvement may also be a function of choice schools effectively targeting 
parents who have less flexible schedules, or choice schools lacking a strong engagement infrastructure 
(e.g., an organized PTO).   
This study has some limitations. First, my analysis was unable to differentiate between different 
types of choice schools, because ELS data had too few charter schools in 2002 to permit such a 
breakdown. Future researchers should consider the differences among choice schools, especially those  
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Table 13. Multilevel Analyses Predicting Adequate Parent Say with Parent- and School-Level Variables  
 Model 1 Model 2  Model 3  Model 4 
PARENT LEVEL (N = 8,076)     
   Intercept (γ00) -0.09*** -0.27*** -1.59*** -1.53*** 
 (0.03) ** (0.03) *** (0.12) ** (0.12) ** 
   Parent is Black (1= yes) (γ10)   0.32*** 0.34*** 
   (0.07) ** (0.09) ** 
   Two-Parent Home (1=yes) (γ20)   -0.11+*** 0.01*** 
   (0.06) ** (0.07) ** 
   Socioeconomic Status (γ30)   -0.04*** -0.04*** 
   (0.04) ** (0.04) ** 
   Parent Satisfaction (1=satisfied) (γ40)   1.31*** 1.30*** 
   (0.09) ** (0.09) ** 
    College Aspirations (1 = BA+) (γ50 )    0.04*** 0.04*** 
   (0.07) ** (0.08)*** 
   Parent Age (γ60  )   0.02*** 0.02*** 
   (0.00) ** (0.00) ** 
SCHOOL LEVEL (N = 640)     
     Intercept x Choice (γ01)  0.23*** 0.28+*** 0.23** 
  (0.15) ** (0.17) ** (0.30)** 
     Intercept x Private (γ02)  0.69*** 0.60*** 0.21* 
  (0.07) *** (0.07) *** (0.29) ** 
     Black x Choice (γ11)    -0.28*** 
    (0.46) ** 
     Black x Private (γ12)    -0.18*** 
    (0.21) ** 
     Two-Parent x Choice (γ21)    0.23* 
    (0.37)** 
     Two-Parent x Private (γ22)    0.41** 
    (0.15)** 
     Aspirations x Choice (γ51)    -0.08 * 
    (0.45) 
     Aspirations x Private (γ52)    0.07 
    (0.26) 
VARIANCE COMPONENTS     
     Level-2 Variance (u0) 0.25*** 0.16*** 0.16*** 0.34 
Black Random Effect (u1)    0.29* 
Two-Parent Random Effect (u2)    0.08 
Aspirations Random Effect (u5)    0.02 
Source: Education Longitudinal Study 2002  
Notes: Unstandardized logged odds shown; standard errors are in parentheses. Public schools are the reference 
category. 
+p < .10; *p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001   
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between charter and magnet schools.  Second, I focused only on parent reports of involvement and school 
contact; such reports may differ significantly from teacher or administrator reports about parent 
involvement.  Third, the ELS data surveyed high school students. Given that levels of parent involvement 
are more robust in earlier grades, future work should assess whether similar patterns for parents of 
elementary and middle school students.  Fourth, this study was cross-sectional. It is important for future 
studies to test these relationships over time, and more adequately assess whether school practices change 
parent practices or vice versa. Finally, although Epstein’s (2011) model also includes community 
dimensions of family-school relationships, I did not explicitly test them in this chapter. Future researchers 
should identity which community factors to include and assess how they influence family-school 
relations.   
 
Conclusion 
Results from this chapter indicate that school type influences racial variation in parent 
involvement; private schools appear to engage white parents while public schools engage black ones. 
These findings speak to the importance of assessing race differences in family-school relationships, and 
how schools might create and sustain meaningful collaboration with parents. Although social inequalities 
remain among the most important challenges to schools, these institutions must develop ways to counter 
the reproduction of inequalities in their relationships with parents. It is not enough to assume that access 
to institutions that improve outcomes for whites will have similar effects for people of color or vice 
versa—which is what calls for reform do when they refuse to acknowledge race. Schools must 
acknowledge ways in which racialization constrains family-school relationships and identify successful 
strategies for overcoming these barriers. Thus, calls for reform must consider how school practices can 
facilitate more collaborative family-school relationships for all parents.  
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CHAPTER V 
 
RACE IN LOCAL CHARTER SCHOOL DISCOURSE 
 
Growing interest in market solutions to problems in schools and waning attention to how these 
problems are racialized are byproducts of dominant ideologies about reform and race. In this post-racial 
neoliberal era, media coverage increasingly situates charter schools in reform discourse, and newspapers 
become one key forum in which public debates about charter school implementation and efficacy unfold. 
How charter schools are framed in local coverage may influence public perceptions of these institutions 
and participation in school choice programs. Because charter schools are implemented at the local level, 
and because newspapers can participate in charter school implementation via resistance or endorsement 
discourses (e.g., see Hankins and Martin 2006), I argue it is important to consider whether and how race 
emerges in local coverage of these institutions – especially as education reform.   
Much has been written about neoliberal dimensions of charter school discourse and whether 
market efficacy and privatization can bring about true education reform (e.g., Apple 2001; McLaren 
2012; Porfilio 2012; Rofes and Stulberg 2004). It is unclear, however, whether and how race emerges in 
discussions of charter schools as reform. While scholars assert that charters are often framed in public 
discourse using economic terms like choice and market (Hankins and Martin 2006; Henig and 
MacDonald 2002; Lipman 2011b; McLaren 2012; Pattillo 2007; Stuart-Wells et al. 2002), there are few 
studies that examine whether race emerges in charter school discourse and what implications it may have 
for policy implementation.  To my knowledge, only Hankins and Martin (2006) and Henig (2008) have 
empirically examined newspaper articles to understand charter school discourse. Although other empirical 
work has considered the ways in which race is coded in charter school texts, these studies only marginally 
consider newspapers as data sources (e.g., see Lipman 2011b; Pattillo 2007).  
The purpose of this chapter is to explore whether and how race enters local charter school 
discourse. It proceeds as follows. First, I theorize about how race may be embedded in neoliberal 
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justifications for charter schools. I bring together studies on the neoliberal dimensions of charter school 
discourse with those on the racialization of discourse to consider whether and how race informs charter 
school coverage in local urban newspapers. Despite the rise of post-racial discourse, I argue that 
racialized problems in urban education will be used to justify neoliberal charter school interventions. As 
post-racial perspectives pervade public policy, race will become less central to charter school narratives 
over time. I draw from Reeves’ (1983) typology of racialized discourse to describe the ways that race is 
used in newspaper articles about charter schools. In the data and methods section, I describe the research 
site, Cleveland—a city in Ohio where 28 percent of students are in charter schools (NAPCS 2012). I 
provide an overview of my methods and then compare counts of racial references in 819 articles across 
two newspapers. I examine the types of racial references in each paper and how they change over time. I 
conclude that charter school discourse is explicitly racialized in many ways, but that changes in the type 
and distribution of references over time reflect a post-racial shift toward less explicit racialized framing.  
 
Neoliberal and Racial Ideologies in Charter School Discourse 
As I describe earlier in this dissertation, neoliberalism has been the dominant ideology driving 
social policy and development efforts in the U.S. since the 1970s (Duggan 2003; Porfilio 2012). It is 
based on a set of economic philosophies that advance market solutions to achieve social reform and 
development. This ideology often challenges the efficacy of public institutions and the role of 
governments in redressing uneven access to social and economic resources. Neoliberals articulate many 
traditional values of economic liberalism—like free trade, privatization, and deregulation (Klinenberg 
2002; Pattillo 2007; Portes 1997). They assert that laissez faire approaches to governance can effectively 
redress social disparities in major social institutions (Bonilla-Silva 2010; Duggan 2003; McLaren 2012; 
Porfilio 2012). By promoting the privatization of public resources, neoliberalism exacerbates the tension 
between policy that attempts to facilitate individual freedom and that designed to bring about social 
equality. Under neoliberal logic, individual freedom is linked to choice, which then may lead to the 
reproduction of unequal access, privilege, and power. Charter school advocates exemplify this neoliberal 
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logic when they argue that charters are best positioned to reduce inequality through providing 
underserved families with access to quality schools.   
Studies document patterns in neoliberal discourse about charter schools.  In Spin Cycle, Henig 
(2008) used data from interviews with journalists, researchers, and funders as well as from articles in two 
national newspapers (The New York Times and The Wall Street Journal) to understand public coverage of 
charter schools. He found that discourse at the national level was far more ideological than at the local 
level, such that debates between those who advocate for market incentives versus those who argue against 
them were highly polarized. In addition, Hankins and Martin (2006) analyzed newspaper articles and 
editorials published in the Atlanta Journal-Constitution and found evidence suggesting that local charter 
school coverage was also ideologically driven.  Approximately 60 percent of articles and all editorials 
endorsed charter schools, representing broad support of neoliberalism in Atlanta.  
 
Race and Neoliberal Ideology 
Recent Supreme Court decisions reveal that race is a constitutive element of neoliberal politics. 
Cases about affirmative action in colleges and racial balancing in school districts offer examples of the 
ways in which racial and post-racial discourses influence the implementation of neoliberal school 
policies. For example, judicial opinions drastically changed admissions policies at higher education 
institutions (e.g., see Grutter v. Bollinger, 539 U.S. 306 [2003]; Gratz v. Bollinger, 539 U.S. 244 [2003]); 
other decisions delimited exactly how local officials can diversify school district enrollments (e.g., see 
Parents Involved in Community Schools V. Seattle School District No. 1, 551 U.S. 701 [2007]). In these 
cases, justices affirmed the Regents of the University of California v. Bakke (438 U.S. 265 [1978]) 
decision that racial diversity is a compelling state interest, but they also concluded that race cannot be 
used to justify certain mechanisms for achieving diversity.  As a result, their decisions not only have 
implications for racial disparities in school access but also for whether and how race is explicitly 
considered in education policy. 
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Taken together, these Supreme Court decisions suggest that race-conscious social policies are 
illegitimate, unfair, and inefficient. Majority opinions described race-conscious policies as impediments 
to individual choice, and drew from neoliberal arguments, which Duggan (2003) says often attack racially 
redistributive policies as unfair. For example, in the majority opinion of Parents Involved in Community 
Schools V. Seattle School District No. 1 (2007), Chief Justice Robert wrote: “The way to stop 
discrimination on the basis of race is to stop discriminating on the basis of race” (pp. 40-41). The Court 
ruled that racial balancing requirements in school districts constrained individual choice and violated the 
Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment.  According to this type of post-racial neoliberal 
logic, efforts to redress racial inequality not only impede individual agency, but also are unfair and 
unconstitutional.  
Therefore, although neoliberalism is purportedly race neutral, its policies may have significant 
implications for racial inequality. Considering the ways in which racial oppression (e.g., slavery, 
genocide, colonialism) was fundamental to its ideological predecessor of liberalism (Feagin 2006; 
Losurdo 2011), it is reasonable to expect that past racial ideologies are rearticulated to serve neoliberal 
ends. I argue that neoliberalism references race in ways to suggest that it is less central to life chances, 
thus extending the logic that market-based reform is colorblind and will facilitate choice and privileges 
equally for all.  
Because many people of color are concentrated in high poverty urban communities, race is 
embedded in charter school and other market-based policies. Through processes of racialization, race 
manifests in government policies in overt and covert ways (Bonilla-Silva 2010; Miles and Small 1999; 
Omi and Winant 1994; Small 1994). Racialization refers to the processes by which ideologies, identities, 
and institutions are imbued with racial meaning. Racialization frameworks explain how prevailing racial 
ideologies – as enduring sets of publicly expressed beliefs – use race as a referent to understand the 
practices of individuals and institutions (Bonilla-Silva 2010; Feagin 2006; Holt 1995; Miles and Small 
1999; Omi and Winant 1994; Small, 1994). 
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 Reeves (1983) argues that discourses become racialized through increasing use of some or all of 
the following: racial categorizations, racial explanations, racial evaluations, and racial prescriptions. 
Racial categorizations classify people into races and are assigned significant causal value in discourse, 
while racial explanations are statements that account for the “continuing existence of races and racial 
differences” (Reeves 1983: 12-13). Racial evaluations occur when differences between or among races 
are ranked, and racial prescriptions present “suitable directives for action” which advocate for differential 
treatment of a race by another race considered to be superior (Reeves 1983: 38).  
Building on Reeves (1983) who suggests discourse can be racialized in a variety of ways, Lipman 
(2011b) examines two types of racial references in a recent study of neighborhood redevelopment efforts 
in Chicago. She found that urban redevelopment policies and narratives are racialized in ways that 
pathologize people of color. For example, Lipman (2011b) argued that the social construction of public 
schools as bad and black reflected “a racially coded morality discourse that legitimates their dismantling” 
(p. 12).  People of color are “pathologize[d]…as morally deficient freeloaders on the state” (Lipman 
2011b: 13) who undermine schools and other community institutions through deviant behavior. In 
response to black-white disparities in education, she found that racialized prescriptions to change the 
behaviors of people of color often drew from culture of poverty explanations (see Lewis 1959) and 
ultimately reframed “structural problems as moral and behavioral” (Lipman 2011b: 13). In other words, 
racial evaluations and prescriptions were used to justify charter school interventions.  
Neoliberal and increasingly post-racial ideologies legitimate the dismantling of public institutions 
in ways that ultimately reproduce middle-class privilege (Duggan 2003; Lipman 2011b, Pattillo 2007). 
These policies gain traction among urban governments as a way to attract capital and to redevelop poor 
black neighborhoods. Pattillo (2007) described how housing developers marketed schools of choice to 
attract middle-class black families to a gentrifying neighborhood in Chicago. These choice schools largely 
served new homeowners and were justified as a response to public education failure in the redeveloped 
neighborhood. Therefore, even if these neoliberal policies are not racialized in their intent, they certainly 
are in their consequence.   
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Newspapers and Post-Racial Neoliberal Ideologies 
Differentially racialized contexts may affect whether and how communities perceive charter 
schools. As Fine (2010) suggests, groups may disagree about meanings in local contexts. For example, 
some groups may perceive themselves as the priority for education reform and thus for charter school 
enrollment. Conflict among local residents around charter schools may ensue if there is a mismatch 
between those who see their group as disproportionately affected by persistent school disadvantage and 
those who have access to charter schools.  Thus, local discourse may highlight racialized interpretations 
of what is at stake, who is gaining and losing, and whether charter schools can and do work. As key 
sources of information, it is important to examine how critical debates about charter schools and other 
educational issues play out in local media.  Largely perceived as unbiased sources of information, 
newspapers are central to shaping public perceptions of policies, ethics, politics, and community life 
(Hankins and Martin 2006; Henig 2008; Logan and Molotch 1987; Tepper 2011). Whether and how race 
is discussed, especially relative to the efficacy of charter schools, may reflect the prevalence of neoliberal 
ideology.   
 
Research Questions and Expectations 
This chapter examines variation in how public discourse about charter schools is racialized. 
Treating city newspapers as the chief source of local discourse, I examine whether and how local 
coverage of charter schools explicitly uses race as a referent. Using Cleveland as a case study, I extend 
Reeves’ (1983) ideological racialization typology to examine charter school discourse in local 
newspapers.  I compare racial references in two newspapers—The Plain Dealer and Call & Post; the 
former targets Cleveland residents while the latter targets African Americans. To understand variation in 
racial discourse in charter school articles, I ask three research questions.  First, what types of racial 
references occur in newspaper articles about charter schools, and how often do they occur?  Second, do 
these patterns differ by type of newspaper?  Third, to what extent does racialized discourse about charter 
schools change over time?  
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Theoretical precepts assert that neoliberal ideologies use race to evaluate the behavior of people 
of color, and to justify the implementation of interventions to facilitate individual choice. Racial 
evaluations and prescriptions, then, should appear most often in public discourse about charter schools.  
Frequent racial evaluations (to assess behavior) and racial prescriptions (to correct behavior) would 
suggest that race is embedded in neoliberal discourses of morality—as Lipman (2011b) asserts. However, 
as Reeves (1983) argues, the racialization of discourse may also reflect greater recognition of racial 
discrimination. Thus, critiques of racial injustices in public education may also be linked to increased use 
of race in charter school discourse over time.  Changes in explicit racial references over time may offer 
evidence of shifts in racial discourse more generally.   
 
Data and Methods 
In this chapter, I examined variation in how race was used in local charter school discourse. 
Recent changes to Ohio’s educational landscape make it ideal for understanding how local communities 
discuss charter schools.  In 1997, the state passed charter legislation that restricted new schools to the 
predominately black urban districts with low achievement test scores (Office of Community Schools 
2012: 5).31 In 2011, the Obama administration awarded Ohio with a $400 million Race to the Top grant—
established by the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009—for “enacting education 
policies…[that] will improve students’ results, build school and school systems’ capacities and increase 
school systems’ productivity and effectiveness” (StateImpact 2014).  By 2012, Ohio was one of the top 
five states with the most charter schools. Its 355 charter schools served over 100,000 (or six percent) of its 
public school students (Office of Community Schools 2012: 6).  
The Cleveland Metropolitan School District currently serves 40,251 students; it is the second 
largest district in Ohio, and it is the only school district in the state under mayoral control (CMSD 
                                                     
31These include urban districts in Akron, Canton, Cincinnati, Cleveland, Columbus, Dayton, Toledo, and 
Youngstown.   
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2014).32 Approximately 68 percent of its students are black and 15 percent are white; 100 percent qualify 
for free/reduced lunch—suggesting a school-aged population that is socioeconomically and universally 
disadvantaged (CMSD 2014). Cleveland’s first two charter schools (Green Inspiration Academy and 
Hope Academy Cathedral Campus) opened in 1998, a year after the Ohio General Assembly ratified 
charter school legislation (Office of Community Schools 2012: 5). By 2011, 28 percent of CMSD 
students were enrolled in charter schools—placing Cleveland in the top 10 U.S. cities for highest charter 
school market share (NAPCS 2012).  
I compared explicit racial references in charter school articles in two local Cleveland newspapers: 
Call & Post, a local African American newspaper, and The Plain Dealer, a mainstream newspaper. Call 
& Post is marketed to African American communities in the metropolitan-Cleveland area, with a weekly 
circulation of 80,000 readers (Call & Post 2014).33  The Plain Dealer also serves the Cleveland 
metropolitan-area; with approximately 1.3 million readers in print and online, it has the largest newspaper 
circulation in Ohio (Northeast Ohio Media Group 2014). Comparing coverage in these two newspapers 
may reveal mismatches between groups who see themselves as disproportionately affected by persistent 
school disadvantage and groups who have charter school access. 
I used two electronic databases to collect articles that mentioned charter (or community) schools 
published between 1991 and 2013 (I used 1991 as a cutoff because it is the year when charter school law 
was first ratified in the United States).34 I collected Call & Post articles from the Ethnic News Watch 
online database—a component of ProQuest Newsstand that compiles national and regional publications of 
the minority press. I gained access to this database through Vanderbilt University’s Library. Call & Post 
articles spanned 1993-2013. I used the Newsbank database, available online through the Cincinnati Public 
Library, to collect articles published in The Plain Dealer. Coverage of charter schools in this newspaper 
                                                     
32 School board officials are mayoral appointees, not elected representatives (CMSD 2014). 
33In recent years, Call & Post has expanded to include Cincinnati and Columbus, Ohio. However, this analysis is 
restricted to articles about charter schools in Cleveland.    
34In Ohio, charter schools are also called community schools.    
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was for a slightly larger period, from 1991-2013. In both databases, I used the following search algorithm 
to find articles that mentioned charter schools: charter w/2 school OR charter w/2 schools community w/2 
school OR community w/2 schools. This algorithm searched for the appearance of charter within two 
words (i.e., w/2) of school. It initially returned 1,773 articles in The Plain Dealer and 184 articles in Call 
& Post. 
I took a grounded approach to operationalize charter school articles. After an initial review of 
these articles, I restricted charter school articles to those which included charter (or community) school in 
the title, lead paragraph, or at least two other times elsewhere in the article. I excluded obituaries and 
sports reports, as well as articles that met these requirements but named an individual affiliated with a 
charter school or listed an event at a charter school. With these restrictions, my final analytic sample 
included 819 total charter school articles—with 74 articles from Call & Post and 745 articles from The 
Plain Dealer. 
There are some limitations to using newspaper articles as data. First, newspapers articles are more 
likely to cover larger events than smaller ones (Tepper 2011).  This may be problematic for a study of 
charter schools if coverage varies by school performance, size, and location. Second, newspaper coverage 
may be biased in the range of topics covered (Carpenter 2010), intensity of coverage relative to certain 
issues or types of events (Larcinese, Puglisi, and Snyder 2007), variation in and nature of expert quotes 
(Welch, Fenwick, and Roberts 1997), and the political orientation of the newspaper itself (Hankins and 
Martin 2006; Tepper 2011). In addition, media bias (e.g., under-coverage), researcher error (e.g., missing 
relevant articles) and algorithm error (e.g., missing keywords) may also bias analysis (Tepper 2011). 
Finally, identifying local newspapers articles through online databases further complicates data collection 
because not every newspaper article is available. For example, Ethnic News Watch identified 10 Call & 
Post articles that I ultimately excluded from the analysis because full-text versions were unavailable.35  
                                                     
35Nine of the 10 articles were published in 1999 or 2000; the remaining one was published in 2003.   
95 
 
Despite these weaknesses, newspapers offer the most extensive coverage of local events across the 
broadest geographic context (Tepper 2011).  
 
Analytic Strategy 
Using content analysis, I assessed the number and type of racial references using articles as the 
unit of analysis. I organized the articles returned through these searches by date and newspaper, and then 
analyzed them in Word and Excel 2013. I used an iterative open-coding technique to identify racial 
references in charter school articles (the iterations refer to the number of times I examined the articles). 
The first two iterations were to define and identify charter school articles. In the third through sixth 
iterations, I used a grounded approach to identify explicit racial references.36 Explicit racial references 
included the following words: diverse, diversity, ethnic, ethnicity, minority, minorities, of color, non-
white, nonwhite, race, racial, racist, racism, African American, black, Caucasian, European, and white.  
In the seventh through tenth iterations, I drew from Reeves (1983) typology to code explicit racial 
references in charter school discourse. Recall that Reeves (1983) offered four types of racial references in 
discourse: categorizations, explanations, evaluations, and prescriptions. Racial categorizations classify 
people or things into races, while racial explanations account for differences among them.  Racial 
evaluations occur when these differences are ranked. Racial prescriptions suggest actions in response to 
race or racial difference. I expanded Reeves’ (1983) typology to include an additional category: racial 
conditions. Racial conditions used race to condition or qualify another statement. For example, one article 
from The Plain Dealer used “minority” to qualify charter performance: “Charters elsewhere have done 
much better – even in some big cities where poverty-wracked school districts have been underserving 
mostly minority students for years” (Paynter,  
                                                     
36Coding for explicit racial references is a more conservative analysis than coding from implicit ones—though 
scholars argue that implicit racial references are prevalent (e.g., Miles and Small 1999; Reeves 1983).  
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Figure 8. Total Charter School Articles in The Plain Dealer and Call & Post, 1991-2013
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Livingston, and Stephens 2006: A1). In this example, the authors referenced race to condition the 
statement that “charters elsewhere have done much better” to emphasize that charters appear to be 
effective “even in” predominately minority districts.   
 
Findings 
In this analysis, I examine the number of racial references in charter school articles published in 
The Plain Dealer and Call & Post, and compare whether and how they change across two periods (1993-
98 and 2001-2013).  I use Reeves’ (1983) discourse typology to consider variation in type of racial 
references in charter school articles. Figure 8 presents trends in the charter school articles published in 
each of the two newspapers. The figure suggests growth in charter school coverage in Cleveland in both 
papers. There is a dramatic increase in the number of charter school articles in The Plain Dealer—with 
peaks in 2000, 2006, and 2012. The number of charter school articles published in Call & Post also 
increases, but only slightly when compared to changes in The Plain Dealer. Coverage is particularly high 
in both papers 2012, which is likely due to Cleveland’s authorization of Teach for America partnerships 
in many charter schools (Starzyk 2012a: B1), and to the closure of three charter schools after a $600,000 
misspending scandal (Starzyk 2012b: A8).   
Table 14 summarizes the total charter school articles and the percent that reference race between 
1993 and 1998 (pre-charters) and between 2001 and 2013 (post-charters). Across both Call & Post and 
The Plain Dealer, racial references occur in 25.5 percent of all articles published in 1993-98 and in 15 
percent of those published in 2001-13. In subsequent analyses, I calculate two types of significance tests; 
the first compares whether there are differences across the two papers in the same period and the second 
compares period differences for each newspaper. There are no significant differences between the two 
papers in the percent of charter school articles that reference race in the pre-charter 1993-98 period. After 
charters began to appear in Cleveland, however, a higher proportion articles explicitly reference race in 
Call & Post than in The Plain Dealer. The share of charter schools articles with racial references appears  
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Table 14. Total Charter School Articles and Percent with 
Racial References in The Plain Dealer and Call & Post, 
1993-1998, 2001-2013 
 Charter School Articles 
 N N with Race % with Race 
1993-1998    
The Plain Dealer   080 019 23.8 
Call & Post  006 003 50.0 
Total 086 022 25.5 
    
2001-2013    
The Plain Dealer   665 080   12.0ab 
Call & Post  068 030 44.1 
Total 733 110 15.0 
Notes: aDenotes significant differences at the p < .05 level in articles 
between the two papers within the same period; bDenotes significant 
differences at the p < .05 level in articles between the two periods 
within the same paper. (two-tailed tests)  
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to decrease in The Plain Dealer over time. In the 1993-98 period, 24 percent of articles in The Plain 
Dealer reference race while only 12 percent do so in 2001-13. In contrast, there is no significant shift in 
the proportion of charter school articles that reference race in the Call & Post; race remains central to the 
charter school narrative in both periods.  These findings suggest that The Plain Dealer appears to be 
moving toward a neoliberal, post-racial charter school discourse, while race is centralized in discourse in 
Call & Post. In subsequent sections, I assess how race is used in these articles and whether its use varies 
over time and across source.   
 
Racial Conditions and Categorizations 
Table 15 summarizes the distribution of racial references in charter school articles using Reeves’ 
(1983) racialized discourse typology.  Similar to patterns in Table 14, I find no significant differences in 
the distribution of racial references between the two papers in 1993-98. In both papers in this period, 
racial evaluations, or references that rank or appraise racial differences, are most common. Racial 
conditions, or references that use race to condition or qualify another statement, are uncommon in both 
papers in 1993-98. Racial conditions occur in two of the six articles published in Call & Post and in one 
of the 80 articles published in The Plain Dealer in the 1993-98 period. The sole racial condition in The 
Plain Dealer and the four in Call & Post occur in articles about charters potentially coming to Cleveland.   
One quote in a 1995 Plain Dealer article describes the potential of charter schools to improve 
parent involvement, which is “the key to turning Cleveland schools around” (Lane 1995: 4B). The sole 
racial reference in this article is not related to achievement or other education policy issues, but instead it 
describes the plans of “a racially mixed group” of clergy to hold a community forum “to familiarize 
parents with community schools and to learn what neighborhoods might be interested in having one” 
(Lane 1995: 4B). Unlike other articles, this one lacks debate between charter school advocates and critics, 
but notes nuanced differences among pro-school choice legislators in the development of Ohio’s charter 
school bill.  The author mentions both race and religion as a way to make the community (charter) school 
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Table 15. Total Racial References in The Plain Dealer and Call & Post, 1993-1998, 2001-2013 
 Categorization Condition Explanation Evaluation Prescription Total 
 N % N % N % N % N % N % 
1993-1998            
The Plain Dealer 
04 7.1 01 1.8 17 30.3 20 35.7 14 25.0 056 100.0 
Call & Post 
00 0.0 03 6.9 12 27.9 18 41.8 10 23.2 043 100.0 
 
            
2001-2013            
The Plain Dealer 
25 15.6b 26 16.2b 41 25.6 53 33.1 16 10.0b 160 100.0 
Call & Post 
21 21.6 07 7.2a 21 21.6 35 36.0 13 13.4 097 100.0 
Notes: aDenotes significant differences at the p < .05 level in references between the two papers within the same time period; bDenotes significant differences 
at the p < .05 level in references between the two time periods within the same paper. (two-tailed tests) 
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concept more legitimate. By quoting clergy and noting the group’s racial makeup, the author implies that 
charters are not for one particular racial group, and that community leaders support the bill.  
Unlike The Plain Dealer article, the Call & Post articles and editorials include multiple racial 
references. One racial condition occurs in a Call & Post article that criticizes the repeal of court-ordered 
desegregation in Cleveland. The author qualifies a statement that describes the new racial balancing 
requirements and says: “Cleveland schools are 70 percent Black” (Coleman 1995: A1). Noting the racial 
makeup of Cleveland public schools suggests that changes in racial balancing policies will lead to greater 
racial segregation among Cleveland’s students. The remaining two examples of racial conditions in Call 
& Post occur in an editorial that explicitly endorses the expansion of choice policies and asserts that they 
are in the interest of black families (Bey 1994).  The editorial summarizes a “very informative 
presentation” about school choice hosted by a Cleveland city council member and a state representative 
from Wisconsin (p. A3). According to the author, the two women linked district demographics with 
academic outcomes in Milwaukee and Cleveland schools to argue that similarities between the two cities 
provide evidence school choice can work for black parents in Cleveland. Of the two parenthetical racial 
conditions in the editorial, one qualifies a Milwaukee high school with an abysmal grade point average as 
predominantly black, and the other qualifies the 17.4 percent dropout rate in Milwaukee Public Schools as 
a statistic that “includes whites” (Bey 1994: A3). 
Table 15 shows no differences between the two papers in the percent of racial conditions before 
charters began in 1998, but it does document a significant difference in racial conditions in the 2001-13 
period: 16.2 percent of references are conditions in The Plain Dealer but only 7.2 percent are in Call & 
Post. These racial conditions occur in seven of the 68 articles published in Call & Post and in 26 of the 
665 articles published in The Plain Dealer in the 2001-2013 period. 
Racial conditions in Call & Post articles cover a variety of topics, including: the benefits of 
choice for parents, a school shooting, and Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) rates. Three of the articles 
and editorials describe the ways in which charters and other choice policies benefit parents, but racial 
references in these articles become more ambiguous over time. The earliest article uses race to qualify the 
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“desperation and hopelessness” that drives many parents to schools of choice when the author singles out 
African American parents: “Advocates on all sides must recognize the real sense of desperation and 
hopelessness that has driven thousands of parents -- many of them African American -- to put their trust 
in voucher programs and charter schools” (Call & Post 2001: 4A). Over time, however, racial conditions 
in Call & Post become more racially inclusive.  A later article provides an example of a racial condition 
when it indicates that both black and white parents are concerned about Cleveland’s public schools: 
“Charter schools and voucher programs flow out of the concern, expressed by parents Black and White 
[sic], that the public schools are not working adequately to address the needs of all children” (Call & Post 
2003: 6B). Another editorial mentions race but not any particular racial group. The author is a member of 
the Ohio Black Alliance for Educational Options who insists that “the fight to ensure that all children, 
regardless of race or income, receive a good education is a fight for the soul of our country” (Floyd 2012: 
C.5). Unlike earlier conditions in Call & Post references, this one does not name a specific racial group 
but refers to race in general terms.   
Table 15 also reveals that while racial conditions remain the most unusual in the charter narrative, 
they become more common in The Plain Dealer across the two periods. Only 7.2 percent of references in 
Call & Post are racial conditions in the 2001-13, which does not differ significantly from the 6.9 percent 
of conditions in this paper in the 1993-8 period. While there is no statistically significant change in the 
proportion of racial conditions in Call & Post articles, there is such a change in The Plain Dealer: 1.8 
percent of references are conditions in the 1993-8 period and 16.2 percent are conditions in the 2001-13 
period. Therefore, differences in the occurrence of racial conditions between the two papers in the 2001-
13 period may reflect changes in The Plain Dealer.  
In the 2001-13 period, at least three distinct racially qualified efficacy narratives emerge. In five 
of the articles published early in the post-charter period, authors raise questions about charter school 
efficacy, especially with respect to demographics of the Cleveland school district. Reporters initially 
seemed skeptical that charter schools would work. One reporter summarizes an empirical study of charter 
school ineffectiveness, saying the results indicate that “charters are plagued by some of the problems that 
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dogged the schools they were designed to replace” (Stephens 2003: B1). He goes on to explain that a 
reliance on “young, inexperienced, teachers” is part of the problem, and says this issue disproportionately 
affects “schools that serve mostly poor and minority students” (Stephens 2003: B1). Another article notes 
that many Cleveland charters are not meeting academic benchmarks, quoting the president of the Ohio 
Charter Schools Association who explains the lackluster performance as a function of charter school 
demographics:  
“Charters often serve students who have opted out of traditional public schools precisely because 
they were receiving failing grades.” The effects of the achievement gap also weigh heavily 
against charters, which have a high percentage of poor and minority students, Ramsey 
added.  (González 2004: A1)  
 
This expert quote suggests that charter schools provide opportunities to students who are unsuccessful in 
traditional public schools, and implies that charters are unfairly evaluated because many critics do not 
recognize that the “effects of the achievement gap also weigh heavily against [them]” (González 2004: 
A1).  This is just one of many examples where race is noted to suggest that charter schools may not be 
able to overcome persistent racial problems in education.    
By the mid-2000s, however, efficacy narratives shift. Five of seven articles published in The 
Plain Dealer between 2004-06 use race to condition charter efficacy but they also point to impressive 
charter school performance elsewhere in the United States.37 This narrative suggests that charters in other 
U.S. cities are performing well, despite having similar demographic profiles to Cleveland. Authors 
compare charter outcomes in Cleveland to those in New York and Boston. In one editorial, the author 
writes:   
Of particular note in the New York analysis is the performance of charters in New York City, 
where charter schools’ progress consistently exceeds that of the traditional schools. This 
achievement takes place even though the state’s charter program is younger than Ohio’s, enrolls a 
higher proportion of minorities (96 to 87 percent) and has the same proportion of poor students 
(82 percent). (The Plain Dealer 2004: B8)    
 
                                                     
37One of the remaining two articles covers the importance of education in an upcoming election while the other 
argues that poverty is an issue across race.  
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In a similar article, authors note that although Boston charter schools  “draw high percentages of poor and 
black children,”  they still “outperform traditional public schools among these subgroups as well” 
(Livingston, Stephens, and Paynter 2006: A1).  Many articles that take up this efficacy narrative imply 
that race can no longer be seen as an impediment to charter school success in Cleveland because charters 
in other places are performing well despite serving minority students.    
 After 2006, many Plain Dealer articles laud charter school successes in Cleveland—despite their 
racial composition. Indeed, six of the seven articles with racial conditions note the high performance of 
black charter school students.  The author of a 2010 article summarizes the success of three Cleveland 
charter schools, which are “highlighted in a new report for their high achievement with large numbers of 
poor and minority children” (Starzyk 2010: A1). In a 2012 article, the same author notes that students at 
Breakthrough (Charter) School are performing as well on states tests as their suburban counterparts:  
The most recent state test results show its students in grades 3-8 scoring on a par with 
counterparts in the suburban Orange and Strongsville districts, despite the fact that 97 percent of 
Breakthrough's students are minority and 85 percent come from low-income families. (Starzyk 
2012a: B1) 
 
The author does not have to say explicitly that the Orange and Strongsville districts are more affluent and 
whiter; the comparison and the racial and socioeconomic qualifications imply this to be the case.   
Table 15 also reveals that there are significantly more racial categorizations in articles in the 
2001-13 period in The Plain Dealer than in those published between 1993 and 1998. An increase in 
categorizations is not surprising, however, considering that the “No Child Left Behind” (NCLB) Act of 
2001 required achievement outcomes to be disaggregated by student race and class (U.S. Department of 
Education 2002). The pre-charter narrative parallels patterns in racial conditions, occurring in articles that 
cover charter school efficacy relative to its racial composition. For example, pre-charter categorizations 
often describe school racial compositions in urban school districts outside of Ohio that have implemented 
charters. Categorizations in later examples reference the racial compositions and outcomes of charter 
schools in Cleveland. Similar to 2001-13 patterns for racial conditions, categorizations are embedded in 
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narratives that initially emphasize racial constraints on charter school efficacy; later narratives, however, 
highlight charter school effectiveness in Cleveland despite school racial compositions.  
Unlike those in the earlier period, more recent racial categorizations also include the names of 
racialized national, state, and local organizations such as the National Society of Black Engineers and the 
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, the Ohio Black Caucus, and Mocha Moms. 
Members of these groups volunteer in charters, or are associated with charter schools or their leaders. 
Noting the involvement of racialized civic organizations suggests that black leadership actively supports 
charter policy in a way that may legitimate black enrollment in these institutions.  
 
Racial Prescriptions   
Table 15 indicates that there are significantly fewer instances of racial prescriptions in The Plain 
Dealer after charters are implemented in Cleveland versus before. Early prescriptions suggest 
implementing charter schools as ways to redress school inequalities across race and class—situating these 
institutions in school reform discourse. For example, an article quotes the mayor of Cleveland as he 
describes his views on school choice policies: “‘I think we need to embrace any model that could 
potentially give these children and especially the poorest children, black and white, the opportunity for a 
better education’” (Jones 1994: 1A). He also admonishes Cleveland officials, especially those who are 
African Americans, for “‘having a knee-jerk opposition to school vouchers and charter schools’” (Jones 
1994: 1A). The mayor encourages readers and officials to “embrace” charter schools as models that 
provide opportunity “for a better education” to “the poorest [black and white] children” (Jones 1994: 1A). 
Through these prescriptions, they mayor acknowledges that public education is limits opportunities for 
certain groups of children and claims that charter schools will improve access for these groups. 
As part of the mid-1990s campaign for charter school implementation in Cleveland, the 
superintendent of schools reassures the public that educational leaders will still be “sensitive” to racial 
balancing in schools of choice: “Parrish insists the district will grant charters carefully and with 
sensitivity to the proposed school's racial and ethnic makeup” (Stephens 1995: 1B). The author suggests 
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that the superintendent recognized racial diversity as a compelling state interest, and that charter schools 
will not reverse past integration efforts. This narrative changes over time; in the 2001-13 period, patterns 
in racial prescriptions suggest that the Cleveland school district benefits more from parent choice policies 
than from racial balancing ones. For example, many prescriptions in Plain Dealer call for the repeal of 
school desegregation efforts to institute school choice.  
The previous article about the mayor’s perspectives on education policy foreshadows this change. 
The mayor wants to relax busing mandates as a way to facilitate parent choice; he calls it is 
“preposterous” to take “black kids from the West Side of town to the East Side of town to sit in a certain 
classroom” (Jones 1994: 1A). The author goes on to report that the mayor believes that desegregation 
mandates undermine parents’ opportunity to choose where their children attend school:  
White said school officials should consider asking [Judge] Krupansky to diminish the existing 
desegregation order to give parents more choice on which school their children attend, including 
allowing more students to attend neighborhood schools. A major thrust of the district's 
desegregation order requires strict racial balance in schools. (Jones 1994: 1A) 
 
Therefore, although desegregation efforts of the 1960s were a response to racialized resource inequalities 
between predominately black and predominately white schools, this mayor suggests that a federal district 
judge retract policies that require “strict racial balances in schools” to “give parents more choice” (Jones 
1994: 1A). For the mayor, both the implementation of school choice and the repeal of racial balancing 
will facilitate equal educational opportunity across race and class in Cleveland schools. This is an 
example of neoliberal logic, a point I return to in the conclusion of this chapter  
 Using similar logic, a 2012 editorial argues that desegregation is a bureaucratic constraint on 
school effectiveness. The author describes the racial prescription of school desegregation as “forcing 
white people and black people to live together in harmony,” arguing that desegregation is one of several 
“ill-conceived state mandate(s)” that prevent Cleveland schools from making substantial progress 
(O’Brien 2012: A9). By suggesting that the specialized treatment of racial minorities and other 
marginalized groups is inefficient and unfair, discourse in this editorial implies that greater individual 
choice is a mechanism of social equality.  Racial prescriptions to repeal of racial desegregation 
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requirements to better implement charter schools suggest that the state has a more compelling interest in 
facilitating parent choice than in ensuring racially diverse schools.  
Racial prescriptions in the post-charter period also emphasize how to evaluate charter school 
efficacy.  In Cleveland, charter schools produced mixed achievement results. Some excelled despite 
racialized and socioeconomic odds, but others reported less promising outcomes. Some articles and 
editorials are about student achievement in charters, while others advance prescriptions for readers and 
policymakers to recognize systemic disparities in student outcomes. One author asserts that charter school 
advocates should “build wider support for charter schools as a movement and respond more forcefully to 
criticism” and  “highlight the challenges of educating poor and minority students” (Stephens 2005: B1). 
Another author suggests that to secure the Race to the Top grant, Ohio should incentivize teachers to 
work in schools “with many low-income and minority students” (Starzyk 2010: A1).   
 
Summary of References  
While proportions of racialized charter school articles are similar in Call & Post across the two 
periods, significantly fewer charter school articles published in The Plain Dealer reference race in the 
latter period. Even as race remains central to the charter school narrative in Call & Post, racially qualified 
statements in this paper become more inclusive over time as articles increasingly mention “race” but not 
particular racial groups. These findings indicate that race is more central to charter school discourse in 
Call & Post than in The Plain Dealer and that it remains so over time, but keep in mind that the Call & 
Post published far fewer articles on charter schools than The Plain Dealer.  
Changes in NCLB reporting requirements (U.S. Department of Education 2002) and greater 
attention to charter school efficacy relative to school racial composition likely influenced changes in the 
distribution of references in The Plain Dealer. Earlier racial prescriptions in The Plain Dealer call for the 
implementation of charters as reform, while later ones propose racial considerations in charter school 
evaluations. Racial categorizations and conditions often referred to charter school effectiveness in terms 
of the schools’ racial compositions. The decrease in racial prescriptions and increases in racial 
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categorizations and conditions in The Plain Dealer in the 2001-13 period may reflect a post-racial 
neoliberal shift in mainstream charter school discourse.  
 
Discussion and Conclusion 
In this chapter, I used Reeves’ (1983) ideological racialization framework to investigate how race 
emerged in charter school articles in Cleveland. I compared patterns of racialized discourse in a 
newspaper that targets Cleveland residents (The Plain Dealer) and one that targets African American 
Clevelanders (Call & Post). Across both papers, I found that racial references occurred in 25.5 percent of 
articles published between 1993 and 1998, and in 15 percent of those published between 2001 and 2013. 
Charter school coverage in both papers increased over time, which may reflect growth in neoliberal 
discourses. Race, however, was mentioned less often in recent articles in The Plain Dealer but remained a 
significant part of charter school discourse in the Call & Post.  
In addition, findings revealed five types of racial references in charter school discourse in 
Cleveland: categorizations, conditions, explanations, evaluations, and prescriptions. Racial evaluations 
were the most prevalent, and racial conditions awee the least common. The percent of references in The 
Plain Dealer did not differ significantly from those in Call & Post before charters opened in Cleveland in 
1998. However, the distribution of racial conditions differed significantly between the papers in the 2001-
13 period. Further, there was also evidence of period effects in The Plain Dealer; from the pre-to the post-
charter context, the distribution of racial categorizations, conditions, and prescriptions changed. 
Racial qualifications of charter school efficacy appeared in a higher share of The Plain Dealer 
articles than in Call & Post ones; the narrative in the former paper shifted from skepticism of potential 
charter school success to suggest that charters in Cleveland could outperform public schools despite their 
racial compositions. Such changes in charter school discourse in Cleveland indicates a movement towards 
more neoliberal post-racial perspectives. For example, more recent articles about charter school 
effectiveness pointed to the success of these institutions despite their racial compositions; authors of such 
articles often implied that race no longer hindered educational outcomes.   
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Eventually, authors began to draw from neoliberal logic to advocate for charters as ways to 
remove government limits on parent agency. Before charter schools opened in Cleveland, much of the 
discourse was about the potential implications of charter schools for desegregation efforts and district 
racial (and class) composition. Initially, advocates presented charter schools as ways to reform racial and 
socioeconomic inequities in educational access. To this end, discourse was racialized as part of 
recognizing racial inequities in public school access. Prescriptions for charters in later articles, however, 
often included neoliberal critiques of school desegregation as impediments to parent choice. Similar to 
recent Supreme Court decisions, some authors and quoted experts viewed racial balancing policies as 
unconstitutional, inefficient, and unnecessary. These shifting priorities from racial diversity to parent 
choice reflect the broader post-racial shift in neoliberal education discourse.  
There are some limitations to this exploratory study. First, it only considered explicit references 
to race, not implicit ones. According to Reeves (1983:190), the “sanitary coding” of racist or racial 
discourse is one way to practice political correctness. Future work should code implicit racial references, 
which are part of racialization (Miles and Small 1999). Second, some Call & Post articles published in 
1999 and 2000 were unavailable.  Because of this constraint, I was unable to compare articles between the 
two newspapers published in this period and have no way to assess what influence—if any—these two 
years had on racial references. Finally, my study used only newspapers as its key data source and future 
researchers must extend this analysis to racial references in other media forms.  
 
Conclusion  
Failing schools and districts disproportionately affect black youth living in impoverished urban 
neighborhoods (Blanchett et al. 2005; Condron and Roscigno 2003; Kozol 1991; Lewis and Moore 2008; 
May 2006). If charter schools serve many of these students, then they may be reforming traditional 
patterns of unequal access. However, charters must not only redress racial and other inequalities in 
educational access, but also improve student outcomes. This chapter shows that racial references are part 
of public charter school discourse in ways that are consistent with neoliberal ideology. Whether these and 
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other choice schools ultimately improve student achievement is an open question that future research will 
address.    
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CHAPTER VI 
 
THE RACIAL LIMITATIONS OF CHARTERS SCHOOLS AS REFORM 
 
Over the last 40 years, neoliberalism has become the dominant social policy approach in the 
United States. As an example of K-12 neoliberal education policy, charter schools have grown 
dramatically since their introduction to the educational landscape in the state of Minnesota in 1991. 
Despite mixed achievement outcomes, there is increasing public and political support for their 
implementation. Support for charter schools, however, reflects a variety of factors including the desire to 
improve academic achievement for underserved students.  As a result, charter schools are often framed as 
potential reform for failing urban schools in predominately black districts. To this end, they may have 
implications for racial disparities in education.      
In this dissertation, I framed charter schools as neoliberal policies that privatize public resources 
and services.  I asked whether charter schools represent reform and disrupt general patterns of racial 
inequalities operating in public education.  Part of understanding whether charter schools are effective 
involves assessing whether they are accessible to families that need them. I examined racial (and 
socioeconomic) variation in charter school location, parent involvement, and local discourse. Overall, my 
findings suggest that charter schools are located in low-income African American communities, but that 
race stratifies parent involvement in these schools. Further, my findings indicate that while media 
coverage of charter schools is increasing, race is becoming more marginal to this discourse. This chapter 
summarizes my findings, outlines their theoretical and policy implications, reviews limitations and 
directions for future research, and concludes with a discussion of what my results suggest about charter 
schools as public education reform.  
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Summary of Findings 
In Chapters 2 and 3, I used theories of space and race to consider whether charter schools located 
in racially and socioeconomically disadvantaged areas, and whether these geographic patterns appear to 
influence black enrollment. I merged data from multiple sources to describe charter school spatial and 
enrollment patterns in 25 metropolitan areas. In Chapter 2, I found consistent spatial match between 
charter schools and high black-high deprivation tracts in more than one-third of the metropolitan areas in 
my sample. I extended this analysis in Chapter 3 to consider whether there was evidence of consistent 
spatial and service match across a random sample of tracts. Findings in Chapter 3 confirmed those of the 
previous chapter: charter schools were closest to high poverty black tracts and farthest from those with 
little deprivation and few black residents. Further, findings indicated similarities in spatial patterns across 
tracts with either high levels of poverty or many black residents—suggesting that charter school appeared 
to locate near areas where failing schools were also traditionally concentrated. Chapter 3 also revealed 
that tract race and socioeconomic compositions were associated with enrollment in nearby charter 
schools; expected black charter enrollment increased when these schools were closest to areas with many 
black residents.    
In Chapter 4, I examined whether choice schools improved parent-school relationships for black 
parents. I expected choice schools, as examples of neoliberal policies, to drive distance between schools 
and traditionally underserved parents. I used multilevel models to examine how race and school sector 
influenced parent engagement. I found that far more variation in parent reports of school-initiated contact 
and PTO involvement can be attributed to differences among parents within the same school than to 
differences between schools.  Nonetheless, findings indicated that family-school relationships for black 
parents were strongest in public schools. Black parent involvement was highest in public schools, with 
comparable levels in choice schools for two of the three outcomes. Some results, however, challenged the 
inherent benefit of privatization that neoliberals advance. For example, private and choice schools seemed 
to create distance between the home and school spheres for black parents relative to school-initiated 
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contact the PTO involvement, respectively. Overall, findings from Chapter 4 suggest that public schools 
may offer the most consistent model of black parent engagement. 
In Chapter 5, I investigated ways that race entered local charter school discourse in Cleveland, 
Ohio.  In this case study, I examined the “ideological racialisation” of charter school discourse (Reeves 
1983: 174). I found that racial references occurred in 25.5 percent of charter school articles published in 
the pre-charter context, and in 15 percent of those published in the post-charter one. Further, race was 
more central to charter school coverage in Call & Post (an African American paper) than in The Plain 
Dealer (a mainstream paper). Over time, the proportion of articles that referenced race remained the same 
in Call & Post, but decreased significantly in The Plain Dealer. In other words, charter school discourse 
in the larger mainstream newspaper was de-racialized over time, while race remained fundamental in 
these conversations in the racially specialized paper.  
 I also found that the nature of racialized narratives in charter school coverage changed over time. 
Before charter schools opened in Cleveland, much of the discourse was about the potential implications of 
charter schools for district racial (and class) composition. After charter schools began, efficacy narratives 
emerged and interpreted charter school outcomes through racial lenses (compared to earlier narratives 
that framed education reform as reducing racial and socioeconomic disparities in school access). Later 
racialized narratives linked charter school evaluations to their racial and socioeconomic compositions, 
arguing these schools can work despite serving marginalized groups.   
 
Theoretical and Policy Implications 
This dissertation identifies ways that charter school interventions challenge and contribute to 
racial inequalities in public education. Race and class have been tied to school access in consistent ways 
that proponents of neoliberal policy often fail to consider. By examining the racial implications of charter 
schools as neoliberal policy, this project contributes to the fields of sociology and education. Specifically, 
employing neoliberalism to understand charter school efficacy contributes to theory development about 
race and class in charter school contexts. Charter schools are part of a larger change narrative in which 
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racial inequalities are being rearticulated as less central to life chances. Below, I outline three key 
contributions from the dissertation: racial and spatial considerations in charter school access, racial 
barriers in parent-choice school relationships, and the importance of racialized charter school discourse.  
 Neoliberal educational policies theoretically offer the parents who are marginalized from full 
participation in civic society the promise of better opportunities for their children: thus choosing a charter 
school is framed in the interests of these families. Charter school advocates assert that these schools 
represent an effective approach to reform because they redistribute educational opportunities to people of 
color and the poor who are ill-served by the public school system (Bulkley and Fisler 2003; Cookson 
1994; Henig and MacDonald 2002; Pattillo 2007). Yet others criticize these policies for displacing poor 
minorities from urban neighborhoods and shifting service delivery in ways that limit access for 
marginalized groups (Lipman 2011b; Wacquant 1999).  Findings from my study provide mixed support 
of these perspectives and suggest that contradictions emerge from neoliberal policies.  
 Deregulation and autonomy, as two neoliberal precepts, may allow charter schools to operate in 
ways that benefit marginalized groups. Charter schools are autonomous from district control so decisions 
about school location occur at the school-level—as opposed to that of the district or city. In my study, 
charter schools appeared to be spatially responsive to areas that typically have great need for educational 
reform. Findings indicated that charter schools were closest to racially or socioeconomically 
disadvantaged communities. To this end, these institutions appear to challenge typical patterns of spatial 
inequality, locating significantly closer to predominately black, high poverty areas and enrolling more 
black students. Local discourse was also consistent with these geographic patterns in some ways, 
justifying and evaluating charter schools by the extent to which they were successful in black high 
poverty neighborhoods. In other ways, however, charters appear to reinforce (or perhaps reconstitute) 
structural barriers to equal opportunity. Local charter school discourse also revealed a narrative which 
prescribed the repeal of racial balancing policies to facilitate parent agency. Further, my findings 
indicated that choice schools did not improve black parent engagement. Indeed, black parents in choice 
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schools were less involved in PTO than those in public schools, but levels of engagement were similar 
between public and choice schools for other outcomes.   
 
Limitations and Directions for Future Research 
This project has acknowledged limitations. First, I did not examine these outcomes using the 
same set of parents and schools across chapters. Such an analysis would enrich our understanding of 1) 
how local discourse and charter school location influence parent decisions; and 2) whether and how 
context shapes parent-school relationships. With such data, for example, future work could test the extent 
to which charter school framing and proximity to residence influences parent decisions to select and 
participate in charter schools.   
 Second, my project does not examine various types of charter schools. Market-oriented charter 
schools, or those affiliated with for-profit firms or education management organizations, may be more 
closely aligned with neoliberal policy objectives like the implementation of corporate models to 
maximize profits and attract customers (Henig et al.  2005; Henig and MacDonald 2002). Mission charter 
schools, on the other hand, have more altruistic objectives and are operated by foundations, non-profits, 
government agencies (e.g., mayoral offices), or groups of concerned citizens (Brown 2006; Henig et al.  
2005). Additional work should disaggregate these findings by charter school type.   
 Third, neoliberalism and racialization are processes that unfold over time, so it is important to 
develop longitudinal studies that track these patterns.  For example, future work may ask if spatial match 
between charter schools and high black-high deprivation places operates as a precursor of gentrification 
and other group displacement processes. In this dissertation, I focused on evidence of neoliberal policy 
implications across contexts but longitudinal data are necessary to understand whether the observed 
patterns shift over time.  
Fourth, it is important to understand whether and how neoliberal policies affect charter school 
access for other groups (e.g., Latinos, new immigrants, low-income whites). For example, will racial 
enrollment patterns in charter schools change as the number of children of color in public schools 
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increases? Shifts in the racial and class composition of students in public schools may reflect their 
growing concentration in under-resourced and failing public schools (Orfield and Yun 1999). Thus, when 
charter schools are implemented as reform to improve educational opportunities and outcomes, these 
schools should primarily benefit students concentrated in failing schools and districts. 
Fifth, it is important to consider the racial implications of charter school closure. One important 
attribute of charter schools is that, unlike non-charter public schools, they can be closed relatively quickly 
(and permanently) if conditions of the charter are not met (Chen 2009; Vergari 2007). Although 
approximately 13 percent of charters closed between 1992 and 2008 (Allen, Consoletti, and Kerwin 
2008), we know very little about the consequence of charter school closure for students, parents, 
communities, and school districts. What happens to students, staff and teachers displaced by closed 
charter schools? How, if at all, does this affect student learning?  Future studies should consider where 
charter schools close, and their implications for geographic and institutional communities. 
 
Conclusion 
Results from this dissertation offer mixed evidence about whether charter schools represent 
reform. Charter school framing and geographic patterns suggest that these schools are for black families; 
they locate close to communities of color and enroll many black students.  However, charter schools may 
do little to shift parent-school relationships in meaningful ways. Indeed, average PTO involvement is 
actually lower for black parents in choice schools than for those in public schools.  Together these results 
suggest it is not yet clear whether charter schools fulfill the promise to provide educational reform. 
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